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PREFACE 


When Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast in the summer of 2005, U.S. 
President George W. Bush was at his ranch in Crawford, Texas. En route 
back to Washington on August 31—two days after the storm made land- 
fall near the city of New Orleans—Air Force One flew low over the devas- 
tated area. The president gazed out the window, surveying the damage. He 
did not touch down. 

Back in the capital, Bush delivered remarks from the White House Rose 
Garden. His speech enumerated the human and material resources that 
the federal government had devoted to the relief effort: the Federal Emer- 
gency Management Agency (FEMA) had “deployed more than 50 disaster 
medical assistance teams’; the National Guard had “nearly 11,000 guards- 
men on State active duty to assist Governors and local officials”; the De- 
partment of Transportation had “provided more than 400 trucks to move 
1,000 truckloads containing 5.4 million Meals, Ready to Eat or MREs, 
13.4 million liters of water, 10,400 tarps, 3.4 million pounds of ice... 
135,000 blankets, and 11,000 cots.”? Bush concluded with a pledge that 
the Gulf Coast region, and indeed the nation as a whole, would emerge 
stronger from the crisis: “New communities will flourish; the great city of 
New Orleans will be back on its feet; and America will be a stronger place 
for it.”? But the images of the disaster that were ubiquitous in the media 
seemed to belie Bush’s pledge: bloated corpses floating in contaminated 
floodwaters; refugees—overwhelmingly poor and black, many elderly and 
sick—in the Superdome without air conditioning, showers, or functioning 
toilets; children crying for food. 

Prominent media outlets swiftly called Bush to account for his failures 
of leadership. In doing so, however, they not only cited his bureaucratic 
shortcomings—his failures as the nation’s chief administrator. They also 
condemned the president for his failure to provide moral and symbolic 
guidance in the face of such profound human suffering. On September 1, 
the New York Times editorialized that the president’s speech at the Rose 


Garden was “one of the worst speeches of his life,” denouncing it as “of a 
quality more appropriate for an Arbor Day celebration” than a national 
calamity.” More specifically, the Times suggested, Bush had neglected to 
address “the level of national distress and the need for words of consola- 
tion and wisdom.” Likewise, Time magazine reflected that the president 
“came across as cool to the point of uncaring,” that “when it came to enact- 
ing the role of Consoler in Chief, he sometimes sounded more like a quar- 
termaster, running through long lists of things the government was send- 
ing to the Gulf Coast, rather than empathizing with people.”® 

These critiques of the president, articulated promptly and forcefully, 
illuminate the core insight that animates this book. Integral to American 
political leadership is the task of providing existential guidance, address- 
ing not only the symbolic matters surrounding collective identity—“who 
Americans are” as a people—but also even more fundamental human 
questions about the meaning of suffering, loss, and finitude. Whatever 
else Americans expected of Bush in those last days of August 2005—and 
it is clear that he fell short of the mark as an administrator, too—many 
looked to the president for consolation, for wisdom and insight that would 
ameliorate a palpable sense of national crisis, even despair, and forge a 
path forward. Such moments—when leaders fall short—lay bare these 
generally unstated expectations in a particularly powerful way. 

Indeed, in the face of mounting criticism, Bush would eventually work 
to embody this consoler role—to address the meaning of the disaster for 
the nation and its citizenry—with a speech in Jackson Square on Septem- 
ber 15.° For many, perhaps most, Americans, it was too little and too late. 
Much more than his speech in Jackson Square, the image of Bush gazing 
out the window of Air Force One at the wreckage would come to symbolize 
his response to Katrina, as would the sound bite from a September 2 ad- 
dress in Mobile, Alabama, in which he said to FEMA director Michael 
Brown: “Brownie, you're doing a heck of a job.”” Nevertheless, the presi- 
dent eventually found himself accountable to the symbolic dimensions of 
his office, working to communicate empathy, promote solidarity, and pro- 
vide consolation. 

Accordingly, this book probes the existential dimensions of American 
politics, examining how U.S. leaders have engaged in what I call “political 
consolation” through the prism of some of the nation’s most gripping 
crises. At the heart of the book is an investigation of the response to the 
events of September 11, 2001. How did American political leaders explain 
the violence that erupted on that sunny Tuesday morning? How, espe- 
cially, did they describe the meaning of the suffering and death that the 
day wrought? The speeches I examined reveal an intricate effort to provide 
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consolation and symbolic orientation, and this effort reverberated in the 
elaborate commemorative rituals headlined by political leaders in the 
years that followed. 

Yet September 11 took on meaning primarily in and through its asso- 
ciation with pivotal moments from the American past. In the midst of 
widespread public mourning, it was memory that provided consolation, 
orientation, and hope. At times, these meaning-conferring memories took 
the shape of overt comparisons or analogies—to Pearl Harbor or Iwo 
Jima, Gettysburg or Valley Forge. But even when political leaders asserted 
no specific comparisons, the very symbols that once endowed these piv- 
otal moments in the national past with meaning resurfaced more subtly, 
giving shape and significance to the present as it unfolded. The more I 
worked to understand the meanings that political leaders attributed to 
September 11, the more I became convinced that—for all the talk of his- 
torical rupture, of unprecedented events that ushered in a new era—doing 
so would require me to examine a much longer tradition of political conso- 
lation discourse. 

I therefore found myself not only tracking the historical analogies or 
comparisons that pervaded interpretations of 9/11, but also tracing the 
long history of consolation discourse in American politics, to understand 
how and why the frameworks that provided meaning in the aftermath of 
September 11 were so readily available from the first. Before delving into 
the interpretive response to September 11, then, I present this broad his- 
tory, a history that I argue is an essential precursor to understanding the 
ways that American leaders confronted the existential matters raised so 
powerfully by 9/11. In presenting historical texts, I am guided not by the 
historian’s goal of uncovering new material from an archive—indeed, my 
concern is predominantly with well-known moments in American politi- 
cal life—but the interpretive sociologist’s goal of placing them within a 
common frame that yields fresh theoretical insight. 

My commitment to placing my contemporary narrative within a rich 
historical context has led me to structure this book in a somewhat uncon- 
ventional fashion. Its two parts—a historical account of watershed mo- 
ments in political consolation discourse followed by a more detailed analy- 
sis of the intricate interpretive work through which the events of September 
11 assumed shape and meaning over more than a decade—could be read as 
stand-alone texts. My hope, however, is that providing the reader with a 
more sustained immersion in historical texts will enrich his or her encoun- 
ter with the more contemporary material, illuminating—as Philip Abrams 
put it—the “struggle to create a future out of the past” in a way that simply 
noting parallels between past and present cannot.® 
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Introduction 


Tust before 8:46 a.m. on September 11, 2002—the first anniversary of 
t/ September 11—New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg stood on the 
site where the World Trade Center’s Twin Towers once stretched into the 
sky. “Again, today, we are a nation who mourns,” he began. “Again, today, 
we take into our hearts and minds those who perished on this site one 
year ago, and those who came to toil in the rubble to bring order out of 
chaos, and those who throughout these last 12 months have struggled to 
help us make sense of our despair.” As the clock turned to 8:46—the pre- 
cise moment when American Airlines Flight 11 struck the north tower a 
year before—Bloomberg invited onlookers in New York to join with Presi- 
dent George W. Bush as he led the nation in a moment of silence from the 
White House lawn. He then introduced New York Governor George Pataki, 
who delivered a eulogy for the fallen. 

Perhaps surprisingly, Pataki’s eulogy made no mention of hijacked 
planes carrying unsuspecting passengers or office workers immersed 
in quotidian routines. Indeed, it did not even mention the firefighters, 
police officers, and other first responders so often lauded for the cour- 
age they exhibited on September 11, 2001. Pataki turned, instead, to 
familiar words penned in a bygone era—words that had almost un- 
questionably become America’s most famous eulogy in the intervening 
years. “One hundred thirty-nine years ago,” Bloomberg said as he intro- 
duced Pataki, “President Abraham Lincoln looked out at his wounded 
nation, as he stood on a once beautiful field that had become its sad- 
dest and largest burying ground. Then, it was Gettysburg. Today, it is 
the World Trade Center, where we gather on native soil to share our 


common grief.”* The eulogy that followed, of course, was Lincoln’s Get- 
tysburg Address: 


Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a 
new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men 


are created equal. 


Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any 
nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great 
battle-field of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a 
final resting place for those who here gave their lives that that nation might 


live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this. 


But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate—we cannot consecrate—we cannot 
hallow—this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, 
have consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or detract. The world will 
little note, nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what 
they did here. It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfin- 
ished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. 


It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us— 
that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for 
which they gave the last full measure of devotion—that we here highly resolve 
that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall 
have a new birth of freedom—and that this government of the people, by the 
people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.’ 


With that, former New York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, who had been in office 
on September 11, 2001, began reading the names of “these honored dead”— 
not, of course, the fallen soldiers Lincoln had eulogized over a century 
before at Gettysburg, but the people who had perished in the Twin Towers 
in 2001. “Gordon M. Aamoth Junior. Edelmiro Abad. Maria Rose Abad. 
Andrew Anthony Abate. Vincent Abate. Laurence Christopher Abel... .”* 
Shortly after 9:00 a.m. on September 11, 2002, President George W. Bush, 
Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, and other public officials joined mourn- 
ers at the Pentagon, just outside the nation’s capital. In contrast to Pataki’s 
borrowed eulogy, the words these officials offered were ostensibly new— 
penned with the specific intention of memorializing the 184 people who had 
perished at the Pentagon in September of 2001. Yet a careful reading reveals 
curious resonances with the famous words uttered at Gettysburg in 1863 and 
repeated again that very morning in lower Manhattan. Early in his address, 
Rumsfeld explained to his listeners that “we meet on a battlefield”—a battle- 
field whose identity as such was only concealed by “the singular devotion of 
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the men and women who worked day and night to fulfill a solemn vow that 
not one stone of this building would be out of place on this anniversary.”° 
And the individuals who perished on that battlefield, Rumsfeld asserted, 
died for a larger cause: “We're here today,” he explained, “to honor those who 
died in this place and to rededicate ourselves to the cause for which they gave 
their lives, the cause of human liberty.”® Even in the midst of such admirable 
tenacity and resolve—the “fierceness and resilience” that the workers had 
displayed in rebuilding the Pentagon—Rumsfeld exhorted: “we must not 
forget what happened here.”” 

Bush, too, seemed occasionally to echo the bygone era from which 
Pataki had borrowed more explicitly. Although those who perished on 
September 11 “died in tragedy,” he said, “they’—like those honored dead 
who fell at Gettysburg—“did not die in vain.”® For they perished—Bush 
suggested—in a noble cause. Their deaths “set in motion the first great 
struggle of a new century,” Bush explained.? And “[t]he enemies who 
struck us,” he said, “will be stopped,” for they are “opposed by freedom- 
loving people in many lands.” +° 

Unlike Bloomberg and Pataki, Rumsfeld and Bush never mentioned 
Lincoln overtly. Yet the language they employed in memorializing those 
who died on September 11 rendered these losses explicable as part of the 
cause that had also claimed so many lives at Gettysburg—the quest to pre- 
serve freedom, liberty, and democracy. Like Lincoln, Rumsfeld and Bush 
called upon their audience to take up the cause. Through victory, they as- 
serted, the living would ensure that the fallen “did not die in vain’—that 
their deaths were not meaningless losses, but sacrifices in a larger quest. 


POLITICS AND CONSOLATION 


What meaning or purpose can be found in calamity and suffering? This 
question is perennial, dating back to the book of Job and even further. It is 
a core subject for theological and philosophical meditation, and addressing 
it has been central to the pastoral vocation of clergy. Today, however, it is 
also a significant part of political leadership. In times of uncertainty, shock, 
or despair, we frequently look to political leaders to provide answers to 
such questions, to offer comfort and reassurance, and to remind us that we 
are not alone. Our leaders, in turn, increasingly recognize consolation as a 
cultural expectation, and they often work hard to fulfill this role. Indeed, 
many are remembered particularly for how they did so: think not only of 
Lincoln at Gettysburg, but also of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s D-Day 
prayer, Robert Kennedy’s moving speech following the assassination of 
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Martin Luther King, Jr., or Ronald Reagan's eulogy for the crew members 
who died aboard the Challenger. 

Nevertheless, the task of consolation presents significant challenges 
for leaders, bringing them face-to-face with events that threaten cher- 
ished collective identities and received national narratives. The events of 
September 11, 2001, for instance, powerfully threatened the image of the 
American nation asa “city upon a hill” and a model to the world, an image 
inspired by the biblical Sermon on the Mount." Why would this “city upon 
a hill,” a bulwark for freedom and democracy, be assaulted with such vio- 
lence? In such moments, politicians are generally expected to shore up 
familiar collective narratives, to restore the self-images at the heart of 
national identity. 

Yet calamitous events also raise even deeper and more fundamental 
questions— questions we might categorize as existential. What is the 
meaning of human suffering? What is the place of evil in the world? How 
can we come to terms with the finality of death and loss? Indeed, this 
book’s central claim is that American political leaders frequently assume 
responsibility for addressing such existential dilemmas, and that they 
face a powerful cultural expectation to perform this role. In the pages that 
follow, I delve into the official speechmaking that has followed national 
crises from the founding moment of the Republic to the dawn of the 
twenty-first century, developing a historical account of American political 
consolation. What terms and tropes, ideas and images, have American po- 
litical leaders deployed in their efforts to come to terms with collective 
crises and the suffering they unleash? How has consolation discourse 
changed over time? How do earlier moments in this trajectory bear on 
subsequent speechmaking? I then present a detailed interpretation of the 
discourse surrounding September 11, attending to the interplay between 
past and present and examining the specific challenges of political conso- 
lation in the contemporary moment. 

Before undertaking the historical narrative, the remainder of the in- 
troduction provides an orientation to the basic theoretical commitments 
that animate this book. The effort to understand and explain suffering is 
a basic human task, and part of my purpose is to illuminate continuities 
between political speechmaking and the meditations of theologians, phi- 
losophers, and clergy. I begin, then, by outlining the history of this task in 
broad strokes, examining how it took on new force in the Enlightenment 
and how the rise of the nation-state provided fresh vocabularies for ad- 
dressing age-old dilemmas. More recently, however, the nation-state’s 
status as a, if not the, central purveyor of collective meanings has eroded,” 
a development that I suggest is bound up with the emergence of “trauma” 
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as an increasingly pervasive frame for collective suffering. More and more, 
calamitous events are understood through a traumatic lens—as leaving 
indelible wounds on the body politic—and I consider how the recent dis- 
course on cultural trauma”? can help us understand the challenges of po- 
litical consolation in the contemporary moment. Following this broad 
framing account, I describe the task of political consolation in more detail 
and outline the organization of the book. 


SUFFERING AND THE NATION 


Though the effort to interpret suffering is a basic human task, numerous 
commentators suggest that it seems to have taken on special force in mo- 
dernity.“* Enlightenment thought unsettled theistic views of the world, 
and the great philosophers—among them Hume and Leibniz, Rousseau 
and Voltaire—vigorously engaged the question of how a just, benevolent, 
and omnipotent God could allow the evil and suffering they so plainly ob- 
served.'° Hume formulated the problem memorably: “Is he willing to pre- 
vent evil, but not able? then he is impotent. Is he able, but not willing? then 
he is malevolent. Is he both able and willing? Whence then is evil?”’° As he 
grappled with these questions, Leibniz penned his famous 1710 treatise 
Theodicy, which mounted an elaborate defense of God by advancing the 
thesis that we live in “the best of all possible worlds.”” Yet for many, such 
justificatory vocabularies failed to satisfy. The earthquake that devastated 
the city of Lisbon in 1755 has come, in retrospect, to represent a watershed 
moment, after which defenses of God—the vocabularies Leibniz termed 
“theodicy’—seemed to crumble with unprecedented finality.'* Voltaire’s 
Candide, with its withering satire of Leibnizian optimism, is emblematic." 
Yet the existential matters underlying Enlightenment theodicy—the 
meaning of suffering, the nature of evil, the quest for transcendence in the 
face of finitude—only became more pressing. Modern narratives promised 
to extend the human capacity for prediction and control. And alongside 
this progressive teleology emerged a distinctively modern conviction that 
suffering is not inevitable but, on the contrary, surmountable, reshaping 
basic cultural expectations concerning the role of suffering in human life 
and rendering confrontations with calamity increasingly problematic.” 
Two centuries after Leibniz, Max Weber offered a sociological per- 
spective on these historical transformations.*! Weber appropriated the 
language of “theodicy” for social theory, using the term in a general ana- 
lytic sense to capture interpretive vocabularies across religious tradi- 
tions that endowed evil, suffering, and inequity with meaning.” As the 
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prevailing image of the world became increasingly rationalized, Weber 
argued, explanations or interpretations that rendered apparent injus- 
tices comprehensible became ever more imperative: “The need for an 
ethical interpretation of the ‘meaning’ of the distribution of fortunes 
among men increased with the growing rationality of conceptions of the 
world,” Weber wrote.” By the standards of a rational worldview, “[i]ndi- 
vidually ‘undeserved’ woe was all too frequent; not ‘good’ but ‘bad’ men 
succeeded.”™ The chasm between cultural expectations and concrete ex- 
periences with hardship and suffering opened wider, and theodicy—in 
Weber's broad, sociological sense—emerged to address that gap. 

The existential strand powerfully evident in these passages from Weber 
reverberates in an ongoing, though not self-consciously integrated, line of 
sociological theory. Peter Berger, Colin Campbell, Eva Illouz, and others 
have powerfully argued that the basic questions of meaning that Weber 
captured under the rubric of theodicy are not merely the province of the- 
ology and philosophy or even religion broadly conceived.” They are, in- 
stead, core human questions that permeate secular culture as well. As 
Berger and his colleagues put it: “Modern society has threatened the plau- 
sibility of religious theodicies, but it has not removed the experiences that 
call for them.””® The fundamental questions that plagued Job, Leibniz, and 
Voltaire clearly resonate within our own cultural and historical moment, 
even if the terms in which they are articulated have profoundly changed.”’ 

Perhaps more than any other modern institution, the nation-state pro- 
vides collective meaning—interpretive frames that offer moral and sym- 
bolic orientation in an uncertain, and often perilous, world.” Drawing the 
comparison between nations and religions as forms of collective life, Bene- 
dict Anderson argues that the “imagined community” of the nation provides 
collective narratives within which discrete events, and indeed individual 
lives, take on transcendent meaning and significance.” Just as theology “re- 
sponds to obscure intimations of immortality . . . by transforming fatality 
into continuity (karma, original sin, etc.),” so, too, does the imagined com- 
munity of the nation affect “a secular transformation of fatality into conti- 
nuity, contingency into meaning.”*° National narratives, then, not only offer 
a source of collective identity and solidarity, but also address abiding 
existential questions of the sort that Weber associated with theodicy— 
fundamental human insecurities concerning suffering and mortality. Even 
more, nations—as forms of collective life—took shape as part of the contin- 
ual human quest to come to terms with suffering and finitude.” 

National narratives confer such existential meaning largely through 
shared memories, the prevailing sense of a common past that underwrites 
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powerful bonds in the present. The nation-state’s “transformation of fatality 
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into continuity,’ that is, takes place through stories that integrate individuals 
into communities whose roots are understood as deep, even perennial, and 
whose bonds are perceived as indissoluble.** These links create what Robert 
Bellah and his colleagues term a “community of memory” that is continu- 
ously engaged in retelling its meaning-conferring constitutive narrative.” 
Understanding the existential power of national narratives, then—their 
ability to provide consolation in times of uncertainty or anguish—requires 
attention to collective memory, to the special role that images of the past play 
in imbuing subsequent challenges with meaning.** 

Memory scholar Astrid Erll captures this interplay between past and 
present with the twin concepts of remediation and premediation; I adopt 
this conceptual apparatus in the pages that follow to illuminate how, spe- 
cifically, symbolism inherited from the past comes to serve as a source of 
orientation and solace in the present. First, remediation captures how the 
past is re-presented, and thus in some sense refashioned or reinterpreted, 
in new and often disparate contexts.*° When politicians turned to Lincoln 
on the first anniversary of September 11—whether explicitly, like Bloom- 
berg and Pataki, or implicitly, like Bush and Rumsfeld—they remediated 
this iconic moment, endowing it with new significance. Second, premedia- 
tion captures how symbolic frameworks inherited from the past impinge 
upon our understanding of the present even as it unfolds; “existent media 
which circulate in a given society,” Erll explains, “provide schemata for 
new experience and its representation.”** Indeed, Lincoln’s powerful inter- 
pretation of national suffering also premediated September 11, providing 
some of the very symbolism through which the day’s chaos and uncer- 
tainty were understood from the first. At times, the meaning-conferring 
power of the past is quite overt or obvious, but premediation also reveals 
how the past infuses and structures the present “inconspicuously,” even 
unconsciously, as we reflexively turn to familiar frames to impose order 
upon new and unsettling events.” 

The nation-state, of course, is neither monolithic nor unchanging, and 
its centrality as a source of collective meaning has waxed and waned over 
time. Most importantly in the context of this study, a number of authors 
have argued that the nation-state’s authority and legitimacy—and thus 
its centrality as a meaning-conferring “community of memory’—have de- 
clined significantly over the past several decades.** Though there are cer- 
tainly debates about timing, the Second World War is frequently cited as a 
decisive crisis point for the nation-state and its constitutive narratives.*° 
Even more, World War II—and especially the atrocities associated with 
the Holocaust—is often understood as a crisis point for representation 
and meaning in general. Jean-Francois Lyotard famously argued that the 
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Holocaust marked the dawn of the “postmodern condition,” defined by its 
“incredulity” toward grand narrative.*° In a similar vein, Emmanuel Levi- 
nas theorized that the Holocaust undermined any possibility for theodicy, 
revealing “the disproportion between suffering and every theodicy... 
with a glaring, obvious clarity.” And the philosopher Susan Neiman iden- 
tifies the Holocaust as a watershed moment on the order of the Lisbon 
earthquake, suggesting that these events mark “the beginning and the 
end of the modern.” 

Accounts identifying a postwar crisis of representation frequently em- 
anate from Western Europe, and the United States has, of course, followed 
a trajectory distinct from—though very much intertwined with—the Eu- 
ropean context. The social and cultural upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s 
brought a pivotal “time of trial” for the American nation, chipping away at 
triumphalist, even messianic, narratives as their darker implications were 
manifest—both abroad in Vietnam and at home in the form of political 
violence.** The 1980s and 1990s brought deepening political polarization 
and the rancorous debates that James Davison Hunter characterized as 
“culture wars”—debates that revealed profound dissensus on the meaning 
of America and archetypal national values such as freedom and liberty, 
equality and justice, tolerance and pluralism.** More recent research sug- 
gests that these political-cultural rifts have continued to deepen.* 

In the United States and beyond, then, the postwar era has called into 
question national narratives as a particular source of collective meaning, 
as well as the very possibility of collective meaning in the first place. Amidst 
these challenges has arisen a growing sense that history is traumatic— 
that collective suffering cannot be adequately explained or interpreted, but 
instead leaves enduring, even indelible, wounds. Just as the older language 
of theodicy once compelled Enlightenment philosophers, the language of 
cultural trauma has become a central prism for understanding collective 
suffering in our own time. 


CULTURAL TRAUMA 


Originally, trauma referred to a physical wound, a bodily injury, and indeed 
the term still carries that meaning—as in the “trauma center” of a hospital. 
The contemporary sense of trauma as a psychic wound originated in the curi- 
ous effects of “railway spine”: victims of railway accidents exhibited symp- 
toms whose origins could not be traced to physical causes.“ Eventually, 
trauma took on a strictly psychological meaning, codified in the psychiatric 
diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder.“ Unable to fully process or 


[8] The Politics of Consolation 


assimilate a catastrophic event, the sufferer experiences intrusive recollec- 
tion: memories of the traumatic moment return, seemingly of their own voli- 
tion, against the sufferer’s will.*° Today, however, trauma is not only a 
diagnostic category; it has also “infiltrate[d] social discourse” and become a 
moral and cultural category, a ubiquitous frame for filtering painful experi- 
ences whose effects are understood to be ineradicable.*® 


”50 “collective,”™ or “national”? trauma extend 


Discussions of “cultural, 
the metaphor to the level of the community. In recent years, Jeffrey Alex- 
ander, Ron Eyerman, and their associates have pioneered an influential 
approach to cultural trauma, which has now been applied across a wide 
range of cases spanning disparate geographical locations and historical 
periods.” Cultural traumas, they theorize, are crises that produce a breach 


in collective narratives, creating “wounds to social identity”** 


and setting 
off “a deep-going public discourse” that questions and interrogates the 
very foundation of that identity.” Ultimately, such events leave “indelible 
marks upon . . . group consciousness, marking [the collectivity’s] memo- 
ries forever and changing [its] future identity in fundamental and irrevo- 
cable ways.”°° 

Arguably, cultural traumas become increasingly common in response 
to the pervasive challenges to collective meaning discussed above. Indeed, 
numerous scholars have suggested that trauma and atrocity have now 
supplanted heroism and triumph as the linchpins of collective identity.°” 
Shared suffering has perhaps always played a role in generating social sol- 
idarity and underwriting group identity,” but over the past several de- 
cades, the work of mourning traumas has in many ways become more 
central to collective life than that of celebrating triumphs.” In Bernhard 
Giesen’s apt phrase, “victims assume the place that was, before, the place 
of heroes.”® Similarly, while state leaders once called forth images of a glo- 
rious past in order to legitimate their authority,“ today, legitimacy is in- 
creasingly contingent upon public confrontations with shameful aspects 
of the past and public atonement for misdeeds, a shift Jeffrey Olick refers 
to as the rise of a “politics of regret.”® The constitutive narratives that 
define nations as “communities of memory” are thus increasingly preoc- 
cupied with the darker aspects of the past, including both suffering in- 
flicted upon the collectivity and suffering perpetrated by it. 

In this vein, historian Frank Ankersmit argues that a “traumatic experi- 
ence of history” is a distinctive feature of contemporary Western historical 
consciousness. Borrowing terminology from Pierre Janet, Ankersmit ex- 
plains: “whereas ‘normal’ history is the result of association, of a narrative 
integration or concatenation of experiences so that they can be ‘appropriated’ 
or ‘owned’ by us, ‘traumatic history is the result of a process of dissociation, of 
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presenting our faculty of historical and narrative association with a chal- 
lenge that it is, as yet, unable to meet.” Collective traumas, then, interrupt 
the constitutive narratives that provide cultural foundations for “imagined 
communities,” posing representational challenges that these narratives—or 
rather, their purveyors—struggle to meet. The unfolding present cannot be 
unproblematically reconciled with the received narrative of the past and the 
future it envisions. “Collective suffering” then takes on “the features of a re- 
ality that is continuously most painfully present to us, but that we are, at the 
same time, unable to assimilate in ourselves.”® And this inability to assimi- 
late calamitous experiences leaves the collectivity unable to move forward in 
time beyond the moment of injury.®* Collective traumas may even remain 
“unassimilable” across generations, creating breaches in collective narra- 
tives that endure well after individuals who experienced the events first- 
hand are gone.®” 

Alexander and his colleagues rightly underscore the role of “carrier 
groups” in actively constructing cultural traumas. As Alexander puts it, 
“cultural traumas are for the most part historically made, not born,” and 
they come into being when “[clollective actors ‘decide’ to represent social 
pain as a fundamental threat to their sense of who they are, where they 
came from, and where they want to go.”® Crucial as the cultural work of 
carrier groups may be, however, the core of the trauma concept is a sense 
of “what the past does to us,” the interpretive and representational strug- 
gles that ensue when we cannot forge a place for an event in existing 
narratives.®? Ankersmit’s conception of traumatic history captures this 
interpretive struggle, in which collective actors grapple with painful his- 
tories that they cannot quite assimilate. In this sense, trauma does not 
inhere strictly in the event itself, nor is it determined solely by its repre- 
sentation. It emerges, instead, in the interplay between them, structured 
powerfully by cultural and historical context.” And our own, again, is a 
context in which the work of assimilating suffering seems to have become 
especially challenging. As Weber argued, in a world envisioned as orderly 
and rational, suffering and misfortune come to seem ever more random 
and senseless. Trauma represents an inability to bridge the gap between 
cultural expectations and concrete experiences, instances when we are 
unable to forget our suffering or fully move beyond it. It is these inter- 
pretive struggles—the interaction between anomalous events and extant 
narrative frames—that concern me here. 

What happens, then, when history is unassimilable and a catastrophic 
event becomes a cultural trauma? Eyerman suggests that cultural traumas 
result in the disorientation and meaninglessness that Emile Durkheim 
captured with the concept of “anomie.””* Cultural trauma, he writes, is “a 
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form of identity crisis in which a collectivity loses the secure sense of itself 
and seems to be adrift, existing in that liminal space Durkheim called 
anomie.””* Even more, Olick theorizes that this liminality—the inability 
to bridge the gap between expectation and experience that is the hallmark 
of trauma—can produce what Friedrich Nietzsche and Max Scheler re- 
ferred to as ressentiment: a deep-seated and incurable hatred that arises 
when a situation is perceived as unjust but remains beyond the suffering 
party’s control.” Building on Nietzsche’s discussion, Weber theorized the 
connection between ressentiment and theodicy in his work on ancient Ju- 
daism, arguing that ressentiment arose out of a disjuncture between Jewish 
theodicy—specifically, the conception of Jews as “chosen people’—and 
the experience of subordination, which left an unbridgeable gap between 
expectation and experience.” Accordingly, Olick identifies ressentiment as 
the “outer-directed manifestation” of trauma, the visible response to such 
unbridgeable gaps.” Indeed, the case of September 11 illuminates the con- 
temporary struggle to assimilate collective suffering within canonical na- 
tional narratives—to bridge the gulf between expectation and experience. 
The conceptual connection to ressentiment, in turn, provides a fresh 
window onto the vociferous public debates that have unfolded in the proc- 
ess of reconstructing the World Trade Center site, the sacred center for 
September 11 memory.” 


WHAT IS POLITICAL CONSOLATION? 


Political leaders, then, are the collective actors who perform the interpre- 
tive work of bridging—or, at least, attempting to bridge—the gulfs cre- 
ated by calamitous events. In the face of suffering, atrocity, and loss, it is 
now incumbent upon political leaders to forge a place for calamity in na- 
tional narratives—narratives that offer not only a sense of identity and 
solidarity, but also existential orientation and meaning. Within this his- 
torical context, consolation discourse has become an important genre of 
political speechmaking.”’ Genre, in the sense that I employ the term here, 
signals not only a distinctive type of address structured in accordance 
with common conventions, but also a temporal and historical dimension. 
Shared memories provide the basis for collective meaning-making in the 
present, and as such, speech genres are not unchanging structures but— 
as Olick puts it, drawing on the literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin—“historical 
accretions” that unfold dialogically.’* Each moment is structured by, and 
responds to, earlier moments in the same trajectory. The concepts of pre- 
mediation and remediation, introduced above, provide analytic leverage 
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on this historical dimension of speech, illuminating how symbolic frame- 
works inherited from the past structure what can be said in the present. In 
the illustration I have been developing, the Gettysburg Address—and its 
subsequent remediations—powerfully shapes the meanings that can be 
attributed to national suffering, even a century and a half after it was ut- 
tered. Political consolation discourse in the United States almost invaria- 
bly takes shape in dialogue with this seminal text in the genre. 

Much as the search for existential meaning is bound up with the emer- 
gence of the nation itself, the expectation that political leaders address 
these matters has intensified over time, and it has become especially pow- 
erful in our own mass-mediated age. Calamities now unfold before the 
public in real time: for instance, Americans in Chicago and Los Angeles 
awoke, on September 11, 2001, to images of crashing planes and burning 
buildings that brought the catastrophe vividly to life. The reaction to such 
events, then, “[can] be both immediate and simultaneous, in other words, 
shared as a collective.””? Photographs and video footage, replayed continu- 
ously, compress geographic distance® and “[heighten] the public’s sense of 
catastrophe and insecurity in the face of death-dealing events.”*! The desire 
for meaning and consolation following such events thus extends well 
beyond those immediately or personally affected to a much wider commun- 
ity of sufferers. And in the context of this mediatized milieu, the performa- 
tive, theatrical, and rhetorical dimensions of politics have become 
increasingly central, leaving political leaders with both the opportunity and 
the obligation to address the widespread desire for symbolic guidance.* 

This book is about American politics specifically, and some of its impli- 
cations are particular to the case at hand. Arguably, the existential dimen- 
sion of politics is particularly prominent in the U.S. context: as Philip 
Gorski puts it, “America remains, for better or worse, a highly religious 
country in the conventional sense of that term and a deeply metaphysical 
country over and above that.” The relationship between politics and reli- 
gion in the United States is a unique and complex one, and even today, 
religion is intertwined with U.S. politics in a way that it is not in most 
other secular democracies. The enduring salience of religion in American 
public life has perhaps encouraged U.S. politicians to embrace the sym- 
bolic, even priestly, dimensions of their role with special enthusiasm.™ 
Indeed, theistic language is pervasive in American political consolation 
discourse, which frequently places the nation and its suffering within a 
cosmic frame of reference. 

Political consolation in the U.S. context is also shaped in distinctive 
ways by the presidential system: symbolic and bureaucratic leadership are 
united in the single office of the president rather than divided between a 


[12] The Politics of Consolation 


monarch and a prime minister, or a mostly ceremonial head of state anda 
head of government. As politics has become increasingly performative, 
the symbolic dimension of the American presidency has been elevated in 
importance, often overshadowing the institution’s bureaucratic side: “rhe- 
torical leadership,” as Jeffrey Tulis argues, has become “the heart of the 
presidency—its essential task.”® The president has become “the nation’s 
chief storyteller, its interpreter-in-chief”;® as “chief ceremonialist,” presi- 
dents “preside, award, debate, interrogate, announce, proclaim, respond, 


”87__and in a similar vein, 


evade, challenge, reflect, instruct, and celebrate 
they also comfort and console. Political consolation is not a strictly presi- 
dential task, but the words of American presidents are central to the 
genre, and these transformations in the presidency as an institution are 
emblematic of shifts in the political landscape more generally. 
Nevertheless, this book also works to shed light on the symbolic and 
existential dimensions of politics in ways that transcend the American 
case. First, it reinforces the argument—articulated powerfully in recent 
works by leading cultural sociologists—that meaning-making practices 
play a constitutive role in political processes. As Robin Wagner-Pacifici 
puts it, “the business of event framing is part and parcel of the continuing 
effect flow of events.” Consolation discourse intersects with and informs 
other genres of political speechmaking, and this interplay illuminates its 
constitutive, event-shaping power: after September 11, for instance, 
terms and tropes from consolation discourse figured prominently in 
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speeches that sought to define and legitimate the “war on terror” and its 
expansion. Politicians’ symbolic and existential meditations are no arti- 
fact or epiphenomenon, but an integral part of the struggle for power, in- 
fluence, and legitimacy. 

At the same time, consolation discourse demonstrates—perhaps more 
clearly than any other genre of political speechmaking—that political 
symbols and meanings are “the ends of power itself.”®° Whatever other 
interests it serves, political consolation should also be understood as part 
of the human quest for moral and symbolic orientation in problematic 
times.” Calamitous events unsettle our basic assumptions about how the 
world ought to operate, creating moments of cultural and political liminal- 
ity when even our most cherished collective narratives might be scruti- 
nized, questioned, and—perhaps—restructured. The consolation genre is 
thus a crucial venue for reflecting upon, rethinking, and, in rare but sig- 
nificant moments, reorganizing extant political meaning systems. Conso- 
lation discourse has wide-ranging implications and consequences, but it is 
most centrally “about” identity and meaning—narrating the nation in 
light of its confrontation with suffering and paving the way forward. 
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PLAN OF THE BOOK 


Understanding the consolation genre requires a firm grasp of its historical 
foundations. In order to trace the continuities and transformations in 
American political consolation discourse from the nation’s founding 
moment to the present, I examined several types of texts: the canonical 
political texts that Bellah described as “civil scriptures,” speeches deliv- 
ered by American presidents and other key public officials in response to 
collective crises throughout the nation’s history, speeches from subsequent 
ceremonies memorializing and commemorating these crises, and speeches 
from ceremonies held to dedicate memorials that recognize the events 
and/or honor those affected. Although my historical account focuses pre- 
dominantly on these sources—texts that address specific experiences with 
collective suffering in a direct fashion—it also reflects an engagement with 
a wider body of empirical material. Specifically, I examined remarks deliv- 
ered by federal officials on national holidays that invite consolation dis- 
course (Memorial Day, Veterans Day, and Independence Day) and during 
the nation’s most prominent and symbolically freighted political rituals 
(State of the Union addresses and presidential inaugurals). 

To understand the discursive response to September 11, I analyzed 
public remarks by federal, state, and local officials—including presidents 
and vice presidents, members of the cabinet, members of Congress, and 
governors and mayors from the states and localities where the events of 
9/11 unfolded—that made reference to the event, covering the period 
from September 11, 2001, through June 2014.” In presenting the find- 
ings, I pay particular attention to remarks delivered during rituals with 
the highest symbolic significance. These include speeches from memorial 
services, anniversary speeches, State of the Union addresses and other 
presidential speeches to Congress, and presidential addresses to the 
nation concerning the issue of terrorism and the wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. I also devote special attention to the remarks delivered during 
official commemorative ceremonies at each of the three 9/11 crash 
sites—lower Manhattan, the Pentagon, and Shanksville, Pennsylvania— 
from 2002 to 2013. Finally, I examined newspaper articles and op-eds, 
transcripts from television interviews, official documents such as the 
9/11 Commission Report, and other public accounts such as memoirs to 
grasp the “discursive surround”®? of these ceremonial rituals. In particu- 
lar, I delved into both local and national media sources in order to under- 
stand high-profile public debates over the future of the World Trade 
Center site in lower Manhattan. These debates expose the struggle to 
come to terms with 9/11 in American civil society and shed light on the 
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interplay between official discourse and public understandings of this 
landmark event.” 

In analyzing these materials, I sought to identify the terms and tropes, 
ideas and images, that speakers deployed in order to interpret and explain 
collective suffering. Throughout the process, I worked to uncover thematic 
continuities across speeches and symbolic resonances between past and 
present, while also attending as faithfully as possible to the nuances and 
complexities of each specific text. In the pages that follow, I present sub- 
stantial excerpts alongside my own interpretations, inviting readers to 
evaluate my conclusions along the way. While my focus is on decoding offi- 
cial symbolism—which, in the end, has a unique role in defining collective 
identities and constituting the effect flow of events—I take seriously the 
critiques advanced in reception theory.” Symbols are polysemic; audiences 
are not passive recipients, but active interpreters who often reconstruct of- 
ficial symbols in ways that differ from or challenge their creators’ inten- 
tions. Accordingly, the meanings politicians attribute to calamity are not 
simply received, but struggled over, debated, and at times reformulated. I 
therefore work to situate official symbols within their broader discursive 
contexts, especially by highlighting moments when popular dissent has 
been significant enough to unsettle and even reorient official narratives.” 

I present my findings in two parts. Part I provides a history of Ameri- 
can political consolation, tracing pivotal moments in the development of 
the genre from the American Revolution to the end of the twentieth cen- 
tury. These chapters constitute a broad historical account in their own 
right, but they are also intended as a backdrop for understanding Septem- 
ber 11, which was premediated by memories of past suffering in decisive 
ways. Part II, in turn, examines the response to September 11, detailing 
the complexities of rendering collective suffering in the contemporary 
United States, and examining the interplay between past and present in 
giving shape to this unsettling event. 

Chapter 1 examines how the “civil scriptures’—canonical political 
texts that provided narrative foundations for the American nation— 
address the meaning of suffering. As the ensuing chapters reveal, texts 
from defining moments of crisis in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries—especially the American Revolution and the Civil War— 
continue to reverberate in consolation discourse even today. In chapter 2, 
I trace the ascendancy of a dualistic mode of political consolation in the 
twentieth century.” During the Second World War, President Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt incorporated familiar tropes from the civil scriptures 
into a broad interpretive framework that conceptualized the conflict as a 
monumental struggle between good and evil, civilization and savagery; 
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this struggle moved teleologically—if painfully—toward the triumph of 
the good. Dualistic discourse echoed powerfully during the Cold War and 
again in World War II commemorations, especially the 50th anniversary 
observances during the 1990s. This frame was thus readily available when 
the nation confronted crisis in 2001. 

Yet the political-cultural context within which September 11 unfolded 
was marked indelibly by the challenges of the postwar era. Chapter 3 pro- 
vides the conclusion to my historical narrative, tracing the emergence of 
an alternate, tragic mode of political consolation. With roots in Lincoln’s 
second inaugural, the tragic mode became much more prominent and po- 
litically viable in the 1960s, especially in response to the interpretive and 
existential challenges posed by political assassinations and the war in 
Vietnam. 

With this historical backdrop in mind, part II presents the interpretive 
response to September 11. In chapter 4, I examine high-profile speeches 
and public mourning rituals that took place on September 11 and in the 
weeks that followed. Here, I work to capture the intricate process through 
which American political leaders gave shape and meaning to this unset- 
tling event, narrating overwhelmingly in the dualistic mode. Chapter 5, in 
turn, examines the legacies of consolation discourse in American foreign 
policy, showing how the dualistic interpretation of 9/11 shaped its “effect 
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flow 

Chapters 6 and 7 grapple with 9/11 memory, identifying fissures in the 
dualistic discourse that so rapidly coalesced in the fall of 2001. Chapter 6 
examines commemorative ceremonies at the three crash sites, illuminat- 
ing how these annual rituals extend the work of political consolation 
beyond the immediate aftermath of calamity. In this chapter, I pay partic- 
ular attention to the ways that speakers have departed—whether inten- 
tionally or inadvertently—from the dualistic mode. Finally, chapter 7 
continues to probe the challenges of memory in lower Manhattan, exam- 
ining public debates that have unfolded in the process of reconstructing 
the World Trade Center site. These debates, I argue, reveal that September 
11 remains an enduring cultural trauma, an event that continues to pres- 
ent Americans’ “faculty of historical and narrative association with a 
challenge that it is, as yet, unable to meet.”*? More broadly, these conflicts 
surrounding the sacred center of September 11 expose deep disagree- 
ments concerning the meaning of basic national ideals—freedom and lib- 
erty, tolerance and pluralism—that help explain the particular challenges 
of coming to terms with collective suffering in the present moment. 

My foremost task in these pages is an empirical and interpretive one. 
How have American political leaders worked to console the public in the 
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face of crisis? How has consolation discourse changed over time and why? 
How does the past infuse and structure interpretations of the present? 
Standing at the crossroads between the humanities and the social sci- 
ences, sociology is defined by both an interpretive project—whose central 
goal is to understand the stories we tell as we seek to impose order and 
meaning on raw experience—and a scientific project that aims primarily 
to explain and predict. These projects are neither mutually exclusive nor 
inherently opposed. But this book is guided first and foremost by the 
interpretive impulse. In the pages that follow, then, I work to capture col- 
lective storytelling on its own terms. And indeed, I argue that consolation 
discourse sheds light on the task of meaning-making in a particularly 
powerful way: these speeches represent attempts to articulate meaning 
under the most difficult conditions, when our expectations about how the 
world ought to operate are deeply threatened. 

As I identify and disentangle the trajectories that bear heavily on our 
understanding of the present, I also contribute to the historical and soci- 
ological project that William Sewell terms “the de-reification of social 
life’—unsettling taken-for-granted narratives, revealing that interpreta- 
tions ordinarily taken to be self-evident are, in the last analysis, contin- 
gent human products. Such analysis evokes a sense of historical 
responsibility—we are very much the co-creators of the worlds we in- 
habit!°?—and in the process, normative questions inevitably arise along- 
side the theoretical questions I have elaborated here. Such concerns are 
perhaps especially pressing in the context of a study that grapples with a 
relatively recent and morally freighted event such as September 11, whose 
legacies are still unfolding as I write. How should Americans have under- 
stood and interpreted the events of September 11? What did these events, 
and the cultural and political response to them, reveal about “who Ameri- 
cans are” as a people? In the conclusion, then, I venture briefly onto nor- 
mative terrain, considering how a more robust engagement with the 
alternate, tragic mode of political consolation might have altered the 
effect flow of 9/11. The careful interpretive analysis I present in the inter- 
vening pages is the core focus and contribution of this book. At its best, 
however, social science that attends to collective storytelling as a human 
task sui generis can help us to become more reflective about the symbolic 
and existential projects in which we are continually engaged. 
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PART | 
Political Consolation in American History 


CHAPTER 1 


Revisiting the Civil Scriptures 


T? ven before they arrived on the shores of the New World, Puritan colo- 
| “snists understood themselves as a chosen people, a new Israel embark- 
ing on a journey toward their own promised land." Images of the Exodus 
have long since endowed American collective life with meaning, even 
cosmic significance, providing the powerful sense of transcendence that 
Benedict Anderson identified at the heart of national narratives.* During 
the American Revolution, this Exodus symbolism, and the larger Puritan 
covenant theology within which it was embedded, would come together 
with classical republicanism to form the basis for what Robert Bellah 
termed “American civil religion.”? In this chapter, I revisit the “civil scrip- 
tures”—core texts from this tradition—that most decisively shaped the 
consolation genre, providing a sort of sociological exegesis of the interpre- 
tive vocabularies they contain. I then examine more recent moments 
when these texts from the distant past have figured centrally in political 
consolation, illuminating their continued importance as well as highlight- 
ing the multivocal qualities that have helped enable their endurance. 
American civil religion, Bellah argued, draws heavily upon Judeo- 
Christian symbolism—archetypes such as “Exodus, Chosen People, Prom- 
ised Land, New Jerusalem, Sacrificial Death and Rebirth.” Yet it is also, as 
Bellah put it, “genuinely American and genuinely new,” with “its own 
prophets and its own martyrs, its own sacred events and sacred places,” 
and its own canonical texts or scriptures.° Though the term “civil religion” 
has largely fallen out of favor in contemporary sociology,° I find it is a val- 
uable analytic tool for grasping a foundational symbolic structure whose 
core themes and texts continue to reverberate in disparate contexts.’ In 
revisiting the civil scriptures, I cover well-worn ground. My goal, then, is 
not to uncover heretofore unknown history, but to place familiar texts 


within a new frame that yields fresh theoretical insight. What interpre- 
tive resources do the civil scriptures offer for grappling with the funda- 
mental matters of suffering and finitude, and how have they reverberated 
in the consolation genre? 


ORIGINS AND PRECURSORS 


The Puritan colonial experience is a crucial backdrop for American civil 
religion; John Winthrop’s 1630 sermon “A Model of Christian Charity,” 
delivered on board the Arbella, represents a sort of ur-text for the tradi- 
tion.® This text remains an emblematic and enduring testament to the 
longstanding image of the colonies—and subsequently, the American 
nation—as a new Israel. “We shall find that the God of Israel is among us,” 
Winthrop declared, “when ten of us shall be able to resist a thousand of 
our enemies; when he shall make us a praise and glory that men shall say 
of succeeding plantations, ‘the Lord make it like that of New England. For 
we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all 
people are upon us.” 

The providential promises that the colonists enjoyed came with signifi- 
cant obligations, however. The chosen people had a covenant to uphold, 
and Winthrop warned that the penalty for waywardness was severe: “if we 
shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so 
cause him to withdraw his present help from us, we shall be made a story 
and a by-word through the world.” Winthrop thus urged his fellow colo- 
nists to uphold the covenant, invoking “that exhortation of Moses... in 
his last farewell to Israel” described in Deuteronomy 30: 


Beloved, there is now set before us life and good, death and evil, in that we are 
commanded this day to love the Lord our God, and to love one another, to 
walk in his ways and to keep his commandments and his ordinance and his 
laws, and the articles of our covenant with him, that we may live and be mul- 
tiplied, and that the Lord our God may bless us in the land whither we go to 


possess it. 


Warning once again that God’s favor was contingent upon the colonists’ 
faithfulness, Winthrop insisted: “Therefore let us choose life.”® 
Winthrop’s Hebraic rhetoric transformed the colonists’ journey into an 
Exodus narrative: the ocean crossing became “a crossing of the Red Sea 
and the Jordan River,” and the Massachusetts Bay became “a promised 
land.”’° His words stood in the tradition of the jeremiad, a political sermon 
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named for the lamentations of the prophet Jeremiah, who interpreted the 
calamities that befell Israel as products of the people’s failure to uphold 
the Mosaic covenant.” “As the European Reformers adapted the jeremiad 
from the medieval pulpit,” Sacvan Bercovitch explains, “it was a dirge over 
fallen humanity.” Indeed, even during the first decade of settlement, Pu- 
ritan clergy “were already thundering denunciations of a backsliding 
people” who had fallen short in the covenant they were bound to uphold." 
Calamities and misfortunes could be understood as a product of moral 
and spiritual failings. 

Yet the Puritans would subtly transform the jeremiad in their new 
milieu. And the contrast between the European form of the jeremiad and 
its American variant—a distinction already evident in Winthrop’s words— 
reveals one of the core impulses of the American consolation genre. In 
both Europe and America, jeremiads castigated a people gone astray, inter- 
preting collective misfortunes as a punishment for sin and a sign of God’s 
judgment. The Puritan colonists, however, mitigated their lamentations 
with a deep-seated optimism.” Even as they accepted “the threat of divine 
retribution,” the Puritans “qualified it in a way that turned threat into cel- 
ebration.”™ In the American jeremiad, Bercovitch argues, “God’s punish- 


« 


ments were corrective, not destructive”; God’s “vengeance was a sign of 
love,” and in the end, the “punishments” that the chosen people suffered 
“confirmed their promise.”'® The American jeremiad thus posited a pro- 
gressive teleology, portraying struggles and misfortunes as setbacks in a 
story that nonetheless culminates in success and prosperity for the chosen 
people—people who will, in turn, serve as a guiding lamp to all others, the 
“city upon a hill” that Winthrop envisioned. Within this tradition, calami- 
ties became “instruments of progress,” enabling adherents to respond to 
collective suffering with resilience and hope.” During the Revolutionary 
era, the Puritans’ Exodus symbolism and the progressive teleology within 
which it was embedded became the bedrock for an American civil religion, 


and the core narrative for its “Old Testament.”?® 


FOUNDING MOMENTS 


Periodization is a social and cultural process: “the flow of history,” as Evi- 
atar Zerubavel points out, “is continuous,” and thus “the selection of those 
historical events which constitute the ‘beginnings’ of chronological eras” 
is in a certain sense “arbitrary.”'® Yet events that are understood to demar- 
cate the onset of a new era have a special sociological significance. In- 
vested with “profound collective meaning,” such moments generally 
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become wellsprings for symbolism far into the future.” The American 
founding moment—including the Declaration of Independence, the Rev- 
olution, and the frontier mythology that proved central in knitting the 
colonies together as a nation—is no exception,”! and even today under- 
pins much American political consolation. 


The Declaration and the Revolution 


The particular circumstances surrounding America’s founding moment 
only augment its symbolic significance. The American nation began on an 
identifiable date—July 4, 1776—and “as a result of a series of conscious 
decisions,” acts of “conscious meaning-creation” that were “redolent of the 
sacred.””* The Declaration of Independence, of course, provided the lan- 
guage that literally gave life to the nation. In doing so, it also provided 
terminology that both the founding generation and their descendents de- 
ployed to come to grips with national struggle and the suffering it wrought. 

The Declaration articulated the nation’s founding ideals, set them in 
opposition to the values that King George III purportedly embodied, and 
imbued the revolutionaries’ values with a sacred, and indeed transcend- 
ent, significance. At the limit, the Declaration’s signatories proclaimed 
that establishing these values was a task more meaningful than life itself. 
“We hold these truths to be self-evident,” the Declaration states, “that all 
men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with cer- 
tain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pur- 
suit of Happiness.””’ Describing “the history of the present King of Great 
Britain” as “a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in 
direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States,” 
the Declaration proclaimed that the colonists had not only the right, but 
also the “duty, to throw off such Government.”™ The document concluded 
with a pledge that leaders would echo in trials to come: “And for the sup- 
port of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of divine 
Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and 
our sacred Honor.” 

This first text in the scriptural canon has played innumerable roles in 
American political culture since 1776. Among them, it provided an early 
source of political consolation and a foundation for this genre. Framing 
the nation’s founding struggle as a struggle for “liberty” against “tyranny,” 
the Declaration expressed confidence that the American cause enjoyed 
providential favor, signaling the enduring salience of the New Israel 
image—the conviction that Americans represented a chosen people.” But 
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it also portrayed the “unalienable rights” that the Declaration identified 
as worthy of great sacrifice, thereby bringing national meaning to losses 
endured in the struggle.” 

While the Declaration addressed the meaning of suffering in an oblique 
way, the violent revolution called for meditations from political and reli- 
gious leaders that tackled the issue more overtly. According to Bercovitch, 
the Jeremiahs of the day—who now included emerging political leaders as 
well as clergy—understood the Revolution as “the often-prophecied, long- 
expected apocalyptic moment” for the chosen people.”® The trials associ- 
ated with this episode could thus be cast as blessings even from the outset: 
“It may be the Will of Heaven that America shall suffer Calamities still 
more wasting and Distresses yet more dreadfull,” John Adams wrote to 
his wife, Abigail Adams, on July 3, 1776. “If this is to be the Case, it will 
have this good Effect, at least: it will inspire Us with many Virtues, which 
We have not, and correct many Errors, Follies, and Vices, which threaten 
to disturb, dishonour, and destroy Us. The Furnace of Affliction produces 
Refinement, in States as well as Individuals.” As such, Adams expressed 
abiding optimism for the outcome: “I am well aware of the Toil and Blood 
and Treasure, that it will cost Us to maintain this Declaration, and sup- 
port and defend these States,” he wrote. “Yet through all the Gloom I can 
see the Rays of ravishing Light and Glory.” 

During the Revolution, historian Sarah Purcell argues, Americans cre- 
ated a national mythology that “transformed the bloodshed, division, and 
violence of war into beautiful symbols of unity and national cohesion.”*° 
Patriot rhetoric drew upon a Christian tradition of martyrological imag- 
ery to create “a new kind of martyr, one who sacrificed himself purely for 
the cause of liberty and sanctified the American nation with his death.”*" 
For instance, in his sermon on the first anniversary of the April 19, 1775, 
encounters at Lexington and Concord, the Reverend Jonas Clarke— 
Lexington’s Congregational minister—sanctified patriot losses in terms 
at once religious and nationalistic, employing language that would con- 
tinue to figure centrally in American political consolation. The men who 
perished, Clarke declared, “bleed, they die, not in their own cause only; 
but in the cause of this whole people—in the cause of God, their country, 
and posterity.—And they have not bled, they shall not bleed, in vain.”*? 
Clarke also articulated the encounter’s historical significance in stark 
binary terms that would echo well into the future: “And from the nine- 
teenth of April, 1775, we may venture to predict, will be dated, in future 
history, THE LIBERTY or SLAVERY of the AMERICAN WORLD.”°? 

Similarly, memorable passages from Thomas Paine’s The American Crisis 
offered consolation while urging soldiers onward. Written at a moment of 
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grave uncertainty and diminishing morale, the words from Paine’s first 
essay spoke so powerfully to General George Washington that he ordered 
his officers to read them aloud to the Continental Army on December 23, 
1776. Paine’s opening lines have proven especially influential: 


These are the times that try men’s souls. The summer-soldier and the sun- 
shine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but 
he that stands by it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. 
Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with 


us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph.** 


The promise of future glory offered justification and reassurance amidst 
profound insecurity. And Paine offered the further consolation that tri- 
umph was providentially assured: “my secret opinion,” he wrote, “has ever 
been, and still is, that God will not give up a people to military destruction, 
or leave them unsupportedly to perish, who had so earnestly and so re- 
peatedly sought to avoid the calamities of war, by every decent method 
which wisdom could invent.” Americans, he suggested, were innocent 
and morally righteous—they had not provoked the conflict, and were thus 
entitled to divine protection. In the struggle between liberty and tyranny, 
liberty could not but prevail: “though the flame of liberty may sometimes 
cease to shine,” Paine reflected, “the coal never can expire.”*° The assump- 
tions Paine expressed in this oft-remediated essay—that an innocent and 
morally righteous nation would emerge victorious; that liberty was des- 
tined to triumph over tyranny—would reverberate powerfully in genera- 
tions to come. 

In memory—and in accordance with well-established symbolism—the 
Revolution came to represent “the final act of the Exodus from the old 


lands across the waters,”?” “ 


a national rite de passage” that supplied an in- 
creasingly heterogeneous collectivity “with a common source of political 
culture.” Within the overarching Exodus narrative, George Washington 
was cast in the role of “the divinely appointed Moses who led his people 
out of the hands of tyranny.”*? Likewise, pivotal moments from the Revo- 
lution became emblems of American fortitude in the face of trial, and thus 
central images in subsequent consolation discourse that sought to foster 
resilience amidst suffering and loss. As Edward Linenthal argues, the en- 
counters at Lexington and Concord—understood as the Revolution’s in- 
auguralmoments—came to signify the courage of minutemen, “instinctive 
warriors” who fought bravely against a powerful enemy in order to secure 
liberty. Debates over the nature of the encounter on Lexington Green 
reveal the meaning-conferring power of the predominant image: “If the 
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encounter ... was not a battle but a massacre, were the martyred min- 
utemen really the first models of how Americans die in war or just fur- 
ther examples of colonial victims?” Patriotic sacrifices, deaths in defense 
of a cause, are meaningful, purposeful, and thus in some sense compre- 
hensible in a way that straightforward victimhood is not. Lexington, 
then, is officially commemorated as a battle in which valiant patriots 
fought nobly in response to British aggression. As Linenthal puts it, the 
minuteman is portrayed as a “humane warrior” who “killed not out of 
hate but out of the forceful inspiration of the love of liberty.”° In offer- 
ing their lives, the canonical narrative has it, the minutemen gave birth 
to the nation. On the April 19, 1875, centennial, for instance, an inscrip- 
tion on the triumphal arch at the entrance to Lexington Green read: 
“Welcome to the Birthplace of American Liberty.” In Concord, George 
William Curtis drew an analogy to the birth of Christ: “Just as angels 
sang ‘Glory to God in the highest, for Christ is born,’ on April 19, Curtis 
said, they ‘whispered . . . Good-will to men: America is born.” The colo- 
nial army’s defeats and struggles—most centrally the 1775 battle of 
Bunker Hill and the winter of 1777-1778 at Valley Forge—also came to 
anchor the narrative of the Revolution when they were recast as “mo- 
mentary episodes in a longer, transcendent narrative” that culminated 
in victory.” 

Running throughout these key texts and iconic images from the Revo- 
lution is an assumption in keeping with the broad vision Winthrop articu- 
lated aboard the Arbella. Namely, American leaders in the Revolutionary 
era frequently understood their experiment in encompassing terms, 
as having global significance and indeed implications for all humanity. 
This New Israel thus faced “the twin tasks of being an example of demo- 
cratic equality’—a moral and political city upon a hill—“and fulfilling a 
mission to bring that democracy to others.”* George Washington’s 1789 
inaugural—which marked the denouement of the Revolutionary era**— 
gave voice to this sense of stewardship and mission in an official ceremo- 
nial setting: “the preservation of the sacred fire of liberty and the destiny 
of the republican model of government,” Washington reflected, “are justly 
considered, perhaps, as deeply, as finally, staked on the experiment en- 
trusted to the hands of the American people.”“6 The chosen people were to 
play a millennial role, to act as a “redeemer nation.” The ways in which 
this sense of destiny has influenced American national identity and for- 
eign policy, fostering a deep-seated sense of “American exceptionalism,”® 
are well documented.*® And the words and events that gave way to this 
sense of national destiny have been remediated time and again to bring 
meaning to collective suffering. 
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Frontier Mythology 


This overriding sense of mission informed a frontier mythology that pre- 
dated the Revolution, but played a particularly important role in constitut- 
ing a genuinely national imagination afterward.°° At the core of American 
frontier mythology is the belief in “regeneration through violence.”*' As 
Richard Slotkin puts it: “The first colonists saw in America an opportunity 
to regenerate their fortunes, their spirits, and the power of their church 
and nation; but the means to that regeneration ultimately became the 
means of violence, and the myth of regeneration through violence became 
the structuring metaphor of the American experience.”** In the seven- 
teenth century, Slotkin argues, the Puritans understood the Native Ameri- 
cans as “a darkened and inverted mirror image of their own culture,” but 
believed that they could perhaps “capture” this “devil’s city and turn his 
demons to good men.”™ Later, following the Revolution, Americans needed 
“unique cultural traditions to stand beside” their “newfound political 
unity,” and, as Barry Schwartz suggests, the frontier experience was a well- 
spring for such symbolism,” providing an “Other” against which this het- 
erogeneous collectivity could define itself. “As long as the frontier was 
expanding,” Schwartz explains, “the dualism of civilization and savagery 
was essential to Americans’ self-conception. Americans defined their civil- 
ity in terms of its opposite, savagery.”™ This foundational dualism and the 
frontier mythology it supported not only underwrote collective identity, 
but also provided crucial resources for political consolation—not necessar- 
ily in the form of “scriptural” texts, but a narrative template that would be 
deployed time and again as a source of orientation in crisis moments.°*° 
The protagonist in this myth—the frontiersman or pioneer, subse- 
quently reimagined as the cowboy®’—came to be understood as a 
“conqueror-hero engaged in a violent struggle against the infinite frontier 
environment.”°® Guided by his “infallible natural authority,”°? equipped 
with “rugged individualis[m]’® and exceptional “martial prowess,”®* the 
frontier hero battled “the forces of evil,” including “the savagery” of both 
“the wilderness itself” and its inhabitants, the “Indian or outlaw.’® On 
the frontier, violence became an instrument for good, “the means to a 
higher end.”® In most versions of the frontier narrative, the hero’s sacri- 
fice is “one of alienation [rather] than death”: he does not perish, but rides 
off into the sunset, as the very individualism that enabled his conquests 
undermines his ability to become integrated into a community.™ Inevita- 
bly, however, violent struggles involve some degree of death and destruc- 
tion, even among the eventual victors. Defeats and fatalities from the 
frontier would become touchstones for political consolation, and they 
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were interpreted as losses that not simply preceded, but indeed enabled, 
subsequent triumphs. Remediations of pivotal struggles in the American 
West, then, underscore how suffering and defeat paved the way for 
“progress.” Most frequently remediated in consolation discourse is the 
1836 battle at the Alamo mission, located in present-day San Antonio, in 
which all of the Alamo’s defenders—including the frontiersman-turned- 
Congressman Davy Crockett—perished. In memory, the losses at the 
Alamo became an emblem for the notion of regeneration through violence: 
they were understood as sacrifices that not only secured victory over “the 
tyrannous forces of Santa Anna,” but also enabled national rebirth in a 
more general sense.® Within such retellings, the suffering and death that 
took place at the boundary between “civilization” and “savagery” thus as- 
sumed meaning as part of an ultimate battle between good and evil, light 
and darkness, as they propelled the frontier forward. 

In fact, this American mythology transformed the very meanings there- 
tofore associated with the idea of a “frontier.” Traditionally, a frontier was 
an unbridgeable division that separated “one people from another.”® In the 
American context, it came to represent instead “a figural outpost, the out- 
skirts of the advancing kingdom of God” and indeed “a summons to terri- 
torial expansion.”®’ In the 1840s, frontier mythology fused with the 
nation’s overriding sense of mission in the concept of “manifest destiny.” 
The phrase “manifest destiny” gained currency after the New York Morning 
News published an editorial in 1845 positing that Americans had a right “to 
overspread and to possess the whole of the continent which Providence has 
given us for the development of the great experiment of liberty and feder- 
ated self-government entrusted to us.”® It thus distilled and perpetuated 
the image of the United States as trustee for liberty, expressed in Washing- 
ton’s 1789 inaugural, and synthesized it with an expansionist project. 

Frontier mythology received perhaps its fullest, or at least its most ex- 
plicit, articulation in 1893, three years after the Census Bureau declared 
the frontier closed. Its source was the historian Frederick Jackson Turner’s 
essay “The Significance of the Frontier in American History.” Originally 
delivered at a meeting of the American Historical Association, then pub- 
lished later in the year, Turner’s essay was simultaneously an academic re- 
interpretation of American history that placed the frontier at the center of 
the national experience and an effort to bring more definitive shape to the 
longstanding mythology of the American West.® As he sketched the arche- 
type of the frontiersman and described this character's distinctive impact 
on American national identity, Turner repeatedly invoked a set of interre- 
lated binaries that underscored the sharp boundary between “‘savagery’ 
and ‘civilization”—including “‘good’ and ‘evil’; ‘dangers’ and ‘benefits’; 
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‘primitive’ and ‘developed’; ‘bonds of custom’ and ‘unrestraint.’”””° In doing 
so, Turner provided a portrait that would continue to compel the nation 
and its leaders in the years to come.” Frontier mythology would, for in- 
stance, give shape to space exploration,’”? American wars abroad,” and 
even the activities of the Peace Corps;” presidents from Theodore Roose- 
velt to Lyndon Johnson, Ronald Reagan, and George W. Bush would work 
to embody the characteristics of the archetypal frontiersman or the 
cowboy. Most importantly for present purposes, this mythology—and es- 
pecially that fundamental binary between civilization and savagery that 
provided an “Other” against which the fledgling nation defined itself— 
would premediate collective crises throughout the twentieth century and 
beyond, providing a powerful source of consolation. 


THE SECOND “TIME OF TRIAL” 


The Revolutionary era brought significant trials for the newfound 
American nation and gave birth to vocabularies for coming to terms 
with collective suffering that reverberate today. Nearly a century later, 
however—when civil war threatened to tear the young republic apart— 
questions of meaning resounded with exceptional force. For one, Ameri- 
cans grappled with the profound contradiction between the practice of 
slavery and the conception of liberty at the heart of national identity. 
Moreover, the war’s unprecedented carnage made the existential mat- 
ters of suffering, loss, and finitude an urgent priority.” For what pur- 
pose were so many young and vibrant lives extinguished? During this 
second “time of trial,” the “theme of death, sacrifice, and rebirth” antici- 
pated in Revolution era rhetoric and frontier mythology was “indelibly 
written into the civil religion.””° As he guided the nation politically, mili- 
tarily, and existentially through the crisis of the Civil War, President 
Abraham Lincoln became a symbolic Christ figure, and his most cele- 
brated oratory provided the core for a “New Testament” in the American 
civil scriptures.” Foremost among these “scriptures” was the Gettysburg 
Address. As I noted in the introduction, even today, the Gettysburg Ad- 
dress remains perhaps the defining text in the consolation genre. 


Gettysburg and the Discourse of National Sacrifice 


Lincoln traveled to Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, in November 1863 to dedi- 
cate a cemetery where Union soldiers had been laid to rest. Though the 
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battle of Gettysburg came in retrospect to represent a crucial turning 
point in the war, the dedication ceremony took place at a time of grave un- 
certainty for the Union. As such, Lincoln simultaneously sought to offer 
consolation and to urge the Union forward even as it mourned its dead.” 

In Lincoln's address, the deaths at Gettysburg are premediated through 
the language of the Declaration, and assume meaning in reference to its 
fundamental “proposition that all men are created equal.””® The Declara- 
tion, Lincoln’s words implied, generated “not only . . . an entity, but also 
. . . a mission,” and Lincoln suggested that the battle of Gettysburg must 
be understood as part of the effort to fulfill this mission.®° The Union sol- 
diers’ deaths thus became acts of blood sacrifice that secured new life for 
the nation and, more broadly, for the democratic ideals it represented. The 
fallen, Lincoln reflected, “gave their lives that that nation might live.”*" In 
doing so, they compelled their comrades and survivors to complete their 
“unfinished work”—to ensure that the fallen “shall not have died in vain.” 
In this narrative, the violence that unfolded at Gettysburg would be re- 
generative, and would come to represent a moment on the road to “a new 
birth of freedom,” helping to secure the promise that “government of the 
people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.’®? 
Fusing an image of sacrifice that drew on both the Bible and the Greek fu- 
neral oration with the Declaration’s commitment to liberty and equality, 
Lincoln suggested that death on the battlefield represented a soldier’s ul- 
timate gift to his nation and to the democratic project writ large.® 

It would be quite some time before the Gettysburg Address took its 
place among the canonical civil scriptures.** Schwartz points out that 
“most newspapers did not report, let alone reprint it”; the Democratic 
newspapers that did cover the speech “refused to take it seriously,” while 
“Ithe Republican press, responding positively to all Lincoln speeches, 
found nothing special about the one at Gettysburg.”® Over time, however, 
Lincoln’s words—which were eventually remediated in a wide array of dis- 
parate settings—came increasingly to define the consolation genre, and, 
again, have maintained an overwhelming influence on subsequent efforts 
to come to terms with national suffering.’ Transforming fallen soldiers 
into Christ figures who, as Drew Gilpin Faust puts it, serve as “the vehicle 
for salvation, the means for a terrestrial political redemption,”®’ Lincoln’s 
words offered the ultimate consolation for bloodshed. 

Lincoln’s 1864 “Bixby letter” echoed these themes in more intimate 
language, and it, too, would subsequently assume a prominent place in the 
consolation genre.® The letter was sent from the Lincoln White House to 
Lydia Bixby—a widow living in Boston whom Lincoln believed had lost 
five sons in the Union cause—in November 1864.® Acknowledging the 
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futility of any effort at consolation in the face of such great loss, Lincoln 
nonetheless sought to render death meaningful with the language of na- 
tional sacrifice: 


Dear Madam, 


I have been shown in the files of the War Department a statement of the Adju- 
tant General of Massachusetts that you are the mother of five sons who have 


died gloriously on the field of battle. 


I feel how weak and fruitless must be any word of mine which should attempt 
to beguile you from the grief of a loss so overwhelming. But I cannot refrain 
from tendering you the consolation that may be found in the thanks of the 


Republic they died to save. 


I pray that our Heavenly Father may assuage the anguish of your bereave- 
ment, and leave you only the cherished memory of the loved and lost, and the 
solemn pride that must be yours to have laid so costly a sacrifice upon the altar 


of freedom. 
Yours, very sincerely and respectfully, 


A. Lincoln’? 


Here, Lincoln not only honored the five young men who perished in battle, 
expressing “the thanks of the Republic they died to save.” He also honored 
Lydia Bixby’s own gift to her nation, giving her grief a meaningful place in 
the struggle by highlighting “the solemn pride” she must feel at having 
“laid so costly a sacrifice on the altar of freedom.” The notion of national 
sacrifice thus subtly expands in this text—a text that, according to John 
Channing Briggs, was likely understood by its author from the beginning 
as “a private message available to be overheard.”™ Paradoxically, the let- 
ter’s power as a source of consolation derives at least in part from Lincoln’s 
explicit recognition of his own powerlessness: “In ‘tendering’ comfort, the 
letter’s gesture gives consolation without giving it. Consolation, if it is 
there, is passed from a source beyond the recipient, who is invited to 
accept it.”°? Even the president can only deliver the message, and articu- 
late his own prayer that the mother’s grief would diminish. 

Lincoln was not alone in articulating this discourse of national sacrifice, 
which also found expression in enduring texts such as Julia Ward Howe’s 
“Battle Hymn of the Republic.” Originally published in the Atlantic Monthly 
in 1862, the “Battle Hymn” made explicit the comparison between the Union 
dead and Christ, portraying soldiers’ deaths as redemptive sacrifices: “As he 
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died to make men holly, let us die to make men free.” And the circumstances 
surrounding Lincoln’s own death—in April 1865, just after Robert E. Lee’s 
surrender, and with peace on the horizon—imbued his conception of na- 
tional sacrifice with even greater power in the American imagination. In the 
end, the canonical narrative has it, Lincoln too gave his life that his nation 
might live. Following his assassination, Lincoln was swiftly cast as a martyr, 
the Christ figure in the American civil scriptures.” That he was shot on Good 
Friday only bolstered the analogy.”° 

This imagery was immediately evident in eulogies honoring the fallen 
president. In his sermon at the White House funeral for Lincoln, Phineas 
D. Gurley—pastor of the New York Avenue Presbyterian Church that Lin- 
coln attended while in office—drew a vivid portrait of Lincoln as a Christ 
figure. Assuring mourners that Americans remained God’s chosen people 
despite the trials they had recently endured—“He has chosen us as He did 
his people of old in the furnace of affliction’ Gurley foreshadowed better 
days on the horizon: “despite of this great and sudden and temporary 
darkness, the morning has begun to dawn—the morning of a bright and 
glorious day, such as our country has never seen.”®’ The most significant 
worldly agent in this progressive narrative was Abraham Lincoln. God, 
Gurley claimed, had “raised [Lincoln] up for a great and glorious mission, 
furnished him for his work, and aided him in its accomplishment.”*® Al- 
though Lincoln had perished, Gurley pledged that the president’s message 
would reverberate across the ages: “he will speak through the ages and to 
allrulers and peoples in every land, and his message to them will be, ‘Cling 
to Liberty and right; battle for them; bleed for them; die for them, if need 
be; and have confidence in God.’”®? The “cause of freedom and humanity,” 
Gurley said, had become “dearer to us now than ever before, because con- 
secrated by the blood of its most conspicuous defender, its wisest and 
most fondly-trusted friend.”'°° The language Lincoln had employed to 
console his fellow citizens powerfully infused the meanings they later at- 
tributed to his death. 

In an address at Lincoln’s burial in Springfield, Illinois, Matthew 
Simpson—a bishop in the Methodist Episcopal church—echoed and elab- 
orated these themes, explicitly describing Lincoln as a national martyr. 
“Mr. Lincoln was no ordinary man,” Simpson reflected. “I believe the con- 
viction has been growing on the nation’s mind, as it certainly has been on 
my own... that by the hand of God he was especially singled out to guide 
our government in these troublesome times, and it seems to me that the 
hand of God may be traced in many of the events connected with his 
history.” Simpson compared Lincoln to Moses rather than to Christ him- 
self. But his praise for the fallen president was no less soaring. Indeed, 
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Simpson suggested that because of his act of emancipation, Lincoln com- 
pared favorably with the biblical Moses: 


We have all been taught to revere the sacred characters. Among them Moses 
stands pre-eminently high. He received the law from God, and his name is 
honored among the hosts of heaven. Was not his greatest act the delivering of 
three millions of his kindred out of bondage? Yet we may assert that Abraham 
Lincoln, by his proclamation, liberated more enslaved people than ever Moses 
set free, and those not of his kindred or his race. Such a power, such an oppor- 


tunity, God has seldom given to man. 


Lincoln, then, was to be understood and remembered as “the nation’s 
great martyr for liberty.” As he closed his oration, Simpson addressed his 
words to Lincoln: “Thou didst not fall for thyself. The assassin had no hate 
for thee. Our hearts were aimed at, our national life was sought. We crown 
thee as our martyr, and humanity enthrones thee as her triumphant son. 
Hero, Martyr, Friend, FAREWELL!”'*' In memory, Lincoln thus became 
the ultimate icon for the concept of national sacrifice he himself had artic- 
ulated so movingly at Gettysburg. 


The Second Inaugural 


Lincoln’s legacy in American civil religion is more complex and multiple 
than these texts indicate, however. In March 1865, just before Lincoln’s 
untimely death, and with a Union victory on the horizon, Lincoln deliv- 
ered his second inaugural address in the nation’s capital. Once again, his 
central concern was to define the war’s meaning. Yet the interpretation he 
offered differed substantially from the discourse of national sacrifice un- 
derpinning the Gettysburg Address and his letter to Lydia Bixby. 
Reviving the theme of covenant and judgment that permeated Win- 
throp’s sermon aboard the Arbella—as well as many Puritan jeremiads that 
followed—Lincoln cast the war as providential punishment for the na- 
tional sin of slavery.” As Faust argues, in this address, the deaths on both 
sides were understood not as sacrifices, but as atonement. Here, the war 
was not a fight to preserve freedom and democracy, undertaken consciously 
by morally motivated actors with a clear sense of their cause. Instead, Lin- 
coln’s second inaugural constructed a complicated portrait of two sides 
tragically plunged into a war that neither truly wanted.’* “On the occasion 
corresponding to this four years ago all thoughts were anxiously directed 
to an impending civil war,” Lincoln recalled. “All dreaded it, all sought to 
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avert it... . Both parties deprecated war, but one of them would make war 
rather than let the nation survive, and the other would accept war rather 
than let it perish, and the war came.” The war thus became a historical 
subject in its own right; despite vigorous efforts to enact their intentions, 
the parties to the conflict were left at the mercy of forces beyond their 
control. 

Though chastened by this sense of the limitations on human action, 
and indeed a sense of the limitations on human understanding of histori- 
cal events, Lincoln nonetheless ventured an interpretation of the war’s 
cause. “One-eighth of the whole population were colored slaves, not dis- 
tributed generally over the Union, but localized in the southern part of it,” 
Lincoln continued. “These slaves constituted a peculiar and powerful in- 
terest. All knew that this interest was somehow the cause of the war.” °° 
Slavery, then—an institution localized in the south—was “somehow” the 
fundamental cause of this tragic conflict. Yet even at a moment when his 
onlookers likely expected triumphant self-congratulation—affirmation 
that God had always been on the Union side—Lincoln asked instead for 
careful reflection.” The two sides, he pointed out, had a great deal in 
common: “Neither party expected for the war the magnitude or duration 
which it has already attained,” Lincoln said. “Neither anticipated that the 
cause of the conflict might cease with or even before the conflict itself 
should cease. Each looked for an easier triumph, and a result less funda- 
mental and astounding. Both read the same Bible and pray to the same 
God, and each invokes His aid against the other.” 108 

Invoking these basic commonalities between enemies, Lincoln not only 
cautioned northerners against judgment, but also, in the end, portrayed 
slavery as a national, not regional, sin. “It may seem strange that any men 
should dare ask a just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the 
sweat of other men’s faces, but let us judge not, that we be not judged,” 
Lincoln said. “The prayers of both could not be answered. That of neither 
has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own purposes.” + Lincoln’s 
reflections once again evoked the tragic impasse that plunged the states 
into the war. As he came to his own interpretation of the war’s ultimate 
meaning, Lincoln quoted from the gospel of Matthew (18:7): 


“Woe unto the world because of offenses; for it must needs be that offenses 
come, but woe to that man by whom the offense cometh.” If we shall suppose 
that American slavery is one of those offenses which, in the providence of God, 
must needs come, but which, having continued through His appointed time, 
He now wills to remove, and that He gives to both North and South this terri- 


ble war as the woe due to those by whom the offense came, shall we discern 
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therein any departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a 


living God always ascribe to Him?"° 


Lincoln thus cautioned the north against self-righteousness without ever 
exculpating the south.’ The war was a punishment for slavery, but it was 
a punishment for American slavery, not southern slavery." The judgment 
issued was a judgment against the entire national collectivity; northern- 
ers as well as southerners were culpable. As Reinhold Niebuhr suggests, 
Lincoln resisted any temptation to “identify providence with the cause to 
which he was committed,” a remarkable move for the president of a nation 
that understood its role in messianic terms from the first.""? Instead, Lin- 
coln placed “the enemy into the same category of ambiguity as the nation 
to which his life was committed.” ™* In this light, then, the suffering and 
loss of both sides became atonement for a joint offense.’ 

Much as he underscored the limits of human action and intention,'"° 
Lincoln famously called upon his audience to work toward reconstituting 
the nation torn asunder in this tragic drama: “With malice toward none, 
with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the 
right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s 
wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow 
and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting 
peace among ourselves and with all nations.” Speaking in circumstances 
that differed considerably from the uncertainty he faced in November of 
1863 at Gettysburg, Lincoln took a vastly different approach to political 
consolation. Without declaring victory, Lincoln offered an interpretation 
of the war that both explained the devastating losses experienced on both 
sides and provided a basis for a renewed sense of collective identity, of 
nationhood.""® 

Even today, Lincoln’s second inaugural remains an exceptional moment 
in the consolation genre, and in American political speechmaking more 
generally. Despite his firm belief in the nation’s special mission, articulated 
forcefully in his Gettysburg Address, Lincoln’s second inaugural publicly 
confronted the nation’s shortcomings—in Lincoln’s language, the nation’s 
sins. Rejecting the notion that God was on his side, Lincoln gave voice to 
shared culpability and shared humanity, refusing, as John Burt puts it, to 
see his enemies “as a different moral kind from himself.”'!° He grappled 
mightily with the meaning of historical events, the existential matters at 
the core of the consolation genre. Yet he also acknowledged that actors 
always make their way “among various half-understood alternatives,” and 
that none can grasp history’s direction en medias res.” Lincoln’s tragic in- 
terpretation of national suffering would provide a thematic basis for the 
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consolation genre in a “minor key,” a tragic mode that would have consider- 
ably greater influence much later, beginning in the latter half of the twen- 
tieth century. 


THE CIVIL SCRIPTURES IN TWENTIETH-CENTURY CRISES 


The texts that form the basis for this chapter come from distant moments in 
the American past, and were intended as interpretations of specific episodes 
that posed their own anomalous challenges, both politically and existen- 
tially. Yet time and again, these texts—the terms and tropes, ideas and 
images, at the heart of the civil scriptures—have premediated subsequent 
national crises, giving shape and meaning to new realities even as they came 
into being. In the next two chapters, I consider how the civil scriptures 
provided the basis for the two basic modes of consolation I identify in 
twentieth-century political speechmaking: the dualistic and the tragic. And 
in the second half of the book, I describe how these texts continued to pro- 
vide symbolic and existential orientation at the dawn of the twenty-first 
century—on September 11, 2001, and in the years that followed. First, 
however—to underscore the importance of these civil scriptures on their 
own terms—I conclude this chapter by considering their role in premediat- 
ing the discursive responses to three national calamities from the twentieth 
century: the John F. Kennedy assassination, the Challenger disaster, and the 
Oklahoma City bombing. These events illuminate in especially striking ways 
the enduring influence of the civil scriptures and, in more general terms, the 
power of the past as a source of consolation in the present. 


John F. Kennedy as National Martyr 


In November 1963—100 years after Lincoln dedicated the national ceme- 
tery at Gettysburg—President John F. Kennedy was assassinated as he 
rode in a motorcade through Dealey Plaza in downtown Dallas, Texas. 
Symbolic associations with Lincoln quickly endowed his death with the 
aura of patriotic national sacrifice. During the official mourning rituals 
that followed Kennedy’s assassination, politicians and clergy invited the 
nation to remember the fallen president as a national martyr who per- 
ished in a cause continuous with Lincoln’s. In a eulogy at the Capitol, Chief 
Justice Earl Warren lamented the “martyrdom of our beloved presi- 
dent.”!”! During a funeral mass held in Boston and broadcast on national 
television, Richard Cardinal Cushing suggested that the only consolation 
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he could offer the bereaved family was the connection between Kennedy 
and his martyred predecessor: “What comfort can I extend to their heavy 
hearts today—what beyond the knowledge that they have given history a 
youthful Lincoln, who in his time and in his sacrifice, had made more 
sturdy the hopes of this nation and its people.”!”? 

One month after the assassination, on December 22, President Lyndon 
Johnson spoke at a candlelight service honoring Kennedy, held at the Lin- 
coln Memorial. Both the setting for the ceremony and the words uttered 
therein richly evoked the image of Lincoln. Johnson’s eulogy incorporated 


several of the most memorable tropes from the Gettysburg Address: 


One hundred years, thirty-three days, and several hours ago, the 16th Presi- 
dent of the United States made a few appropriate remarks at Gettysburg. The 
world has long remembered what he said there. He lives on in this memorial, 
which is his tabernacle. As it was 100 years ago, so it is now. We have been bent 
in sorrow, but not in purpose. We buried Abraham Lincoln and John Kennedy, 


but we did not bury their dreams or their visions.’ 


The coincidence in timing that Johnson underscored reinforced the turn 
toward Gettysburg for consolation, and contributed to the perception that 
the parallel between Lincoln and Kennedy was self-evident. Using words orig- 
inally intended to memorialize fallen soldiers, Johnson portrayed Kennedy’s 
death as the highest form of sacrifice. And, like Lincoln, Johnson exhorted 
the living to imbue Kennedy’s blood sacrifice with retrospective meaning, to 
ensure that it motivated the nation’s enduring quest for freedom: “So let us 
here on this Christmas night determine that John Kennedy did not live or die 
in vain, that this Nation under God shall have a new birth of freedom.” In 
this interpretation, Kennedy, like the Union soldiers Lincoln memorialized 
and indeed like Lincoln himself, died so that that nation might live. 


The Challenger Disaster and the Contemporary Frontier 


Seventy-three seconds into the space shuttle Challenger’s flight on January 
28, 1986, a giant fireball erupted. The shuttle broke apart amidst a cloud of 
smoke, and its fragments descended into the Atlantic Ocean. All seven of 
the shuttle’s crew members perished, becoming the first American astro- 
nauts lost in flight.1*° In the aftermath of this highly visible disaster—major 
news networks continually replayed footage from the launch—President 
Ronald Reagan postponed his State of the Union address, which had been 
scheduled for that evening. He instead addressed the American public with 
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brief remarks from the Oval Office, putting aside his bureaucratic role to 
fully embody the symbolic and existential expectations of his office. “Today 
is a day for mourning and remembering,” he said, expressing his own sorrow 
and that of his wife, Nancy Reagan. “Nancy and I are pained to the core by 
the tragedy of the shuttle Challenger. We know we share this pain with all 
of the people of our country. This is truly a national loss.” 

In his effort to offer consolation, Reagan turned to tropes from frontier 
mythology. The seven members of the Challenger crew, he suggested, were 
pioneers. Space represented the contemporary frontier: 


For the families of the seven, we cannot bear, as you do, the full impact of this 
tragedy. But we feel the loss, and we're thinking about you so very much. Your 
loved ones were daring and brave, and they had that special grace, that special 
spirit that says, “Give me a challenge, and lll meet it with joy.” . . . We’ve grown 
used to wonders in this century. It’s hard to dazzle us. But for 25 years the 
United States space program has been doing just that. We’ve grown used to the 
idea of space, and perhaps we forget that we’ve only just begun. We're still pio- 


neers. They, the members of the Challenger crew, were pioneers. 


The expectation that Reagan provide reassurance and consolation was 
heightened by the fact that many children had been watching television 
coverage of the Challenger launch in school—and, furthermore, by the 
fact that one among the seven who perished was a high school teacher, 
Christa McAuliffe, selected for the voyage through NASA's Teacher in 
Space program. Reagan addressed children directly in his remarks, ex- 
plaining: “sometimes painful things like this happen. It’s all part of the 
process of exploration and discovery. It’s all part of taking a chance and 
expanding man’s horizons.” Reagan noted that the Challenger disaster oc- 
curred precisely 390 years after Sir Francis Drake perished aboard ship off 
the coast of Panama. “In [Drake’s] lifetime the great frontiers were the 
oceans,” Reagan said,'*° implying that the “pioneers” in the Challenger 
crew, like Drake before them, sought to transcend the frontier of their own 
epoch. Frontier mythology thus provided powerful symbolic resources for 
political consolation, and Reagan asserted that the Challenger deaths took 
on meaning as part of a far longer and more encompassing quest.'?’ 


The Oklahoma City Bombing and the Legacy of the Civil Scriptures 
Following the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Okla- 


homa City on April 19, 1995, public officials once again drew from the 
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distant past as a source of symbolic orientation. The incident—which left 
168 dead and several hundred more wounded—undermined the assump- 
tion that the American heartland was safe and secure and occasioned 
widespread shock and mourning. Most heart-wrenching were the deaths 
of numerous infants and toddlers; the explosion occurred less than 30 feet 
from a day care center located in the Murrah Building, and 19 children 
under the age of six perished in the blast.’ 

As they worked to make sense of the event, political leaders frequently 
drew analogies between the Oklahoma City dead and fallen soldiers, sug- 
gesting that those who died in the Murrah Building had perished in a 
quest for freedom. In 1998, when Vice President Al Gore traveled to the 
groundbreaking ceremony for the national memorial that would be con- 
structed at the site, he said: “The people who died here were victims of one 
of the cruelest visitations of evil this nation has ever seen. But we offer 
them today not pity, but honor—for as much as any soldier who ever 
fought in any war—they paid the price of our freedom.””° At the dedica- 
tion ceremony for the memorial in 2000, Oklahoma Governor Frank Keat- 
ing offered a more specific analogy: 


One hundred thirty-six years ago, Abraham Lincoln spoke at the dedication of 
another American shrine, the battlefield at Gettysburg. He said, “the world 
will little note nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget 
what . . . they did here.” Make no mistake—the names inscribed on those 
chairs on a smooth, grassy slope where a building once stood are the names of 


heroes and heroines all.!°° 


For Keating, the memory of Lincoln at Gettysburg served to imbue the 
dead with agency, to assert that people who might otherwise be perceived 
as hapless victims were in fact heroes who perished in a cause. 

During this same ceremony, President Bill Clinton reached back to the 
founding moment for consolation. Central to the interpretation he offered 
was a parallel in timing that evoked continuity between past and present, 
linking Oklahoma City to the nation’s earliest history: 


As the Governor said in alluding to Gettysburg, there are places in our na- 
tional landscape so scarred by freedom’s sacrifice that they shape forever the 
soul of America—Valley Forge, Gettysburg, Selma. This place is such sacred 
ground. . . . I think you should all know that it was on this exact day 225 years 
ago that the American Revolution began. What a 225 years it has been. The 
brave Americans we lost here 220 years later were not fighting a war, but they 


were patriots in service to their fellow citizens, just as much as the police and 
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fire and other public servants are here among us today. And they were children 


whose promise keeps our old democracy forever young.'** 


Even as Clinton acknowledged the differences between the Oklahoma 
City dead and fallen soldiers, he asserted that the losses he memorialized 
took on meaning in a narrative that began on April 19, 1775. They, too, 
were “patriots” whose deaths represented “freedom’s sacrifice.” The legacy 
of the Revolution thus provided a meaningful interpretation of terrorist 
violence that took place over two hundred years later, at the close of the 
twentieth century. 


THE AMBIGUITIES OF THE CIVIL SCRIPTURES 


The more contemporary speeches described above clearly illustrate the en- 
during power of the civil scriptures in premediating emerging realities 
and imbuing disruptive events with meaning. These symbols link discrete 
moments in the context of a common narrative, provide interpretations of 
collective suffering, and offer a sense of continuity in the face of mortality. 
Yet it is worth noting that these symbols have been so enduring at least in 
part because of their interpretive ambiguity. Ideals such as “freedom,” 
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“liberty,” “equality,” and “democracy” that elicit widespread consensus 
also permit widely divergent, even contradictory, understandings. Indeed, 
national symbols are most enduring when they accommodate a wide range 
of interpretations.’ 

In her study of centennial and bicentennial celebrations, Lyn Spillman 
finds that the American founding moment “offers multivalent symbols” 
that frequently “bridge gulfs between mainstream cultural producers and 
their critics.” In 1876, for instance, disaffected southerners grounded 
their critiques of official commemorations using symbols derived from 
the Revolution. But recent interpretive conflicts in American political cul- 
ture suggest that while these symbols at times “bridge gulfs,” they may 
also expose cultural chasms.'*4 The Oklahoma City bombing offers one 
such example. 

As Clinton indicated in his address at the dedication of the memorial, 
the Oklahoma City bombing occurred on the 220th anniversary of Lex- 
ington and Concord. Clinton invoked this parallel in order to forge a con- 
nection between past and present that would imbue mourners’ losses with 
the ultimate national significance. The bombing’s perpetrator, Timothy 
McVeigh, also employed images and tropes from the Revolution to ac- 
count for the violence and destruction that unfolded on April 19, 1995; 
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the timing of the bombing was intentional, not coincidental. McVeigh, 
however, understood himself—not those who perished in the bombing— 
as the “patriot and freedom fighter, defending his country against the al- 
leged forces of tyranny and treason.” McVeigh and his co-conspirators 
were members of the Patriot movement, and their act of violence was mo- 
tivated centrally by the memory of the events that unfolded two years 
prior—on April 19, 1993—at the Branch Davidian settlement outside 
Waco, Texas. Citing Waco and the deadly 1992 confrontation in Ruby 
Ridge, McVeigh and others involved with the Patriot movement identified 
“a growing pattern of government tyranny.” Arguing that the U.S. govern- 
ment was “waging war against its own citizens,” they located themselves 
within the nation’s revolutionary legacy, believing that the time had once 
again come for citizen-soldiers to rebel against government tyrants. When 
he was executed in June 2001, McVeigh understood himself to be a “mar- 
tyred patriot,” and actively cultivated an image that he believed would en- 
courage others to view him in the same light.’*° In McVeigh’s mind, he was 
the freedom fighter. 

McVeigh and Clinton thus employed the same language, the same sym- 
bols, to articulate interpretations of the Oklahoma City bombing that 
were diametrically opposed. Who were the freedom fighters, and who 
were the tyrants? Who were the citizen-soldiers defending American lib- 
erty on April 19, 1995? The multivalence of these symbols—illustrated so 
powerfully in the discourse surrounding Oklahoma City—can at times 
bring diverse constituencies together in public mourning rituals or com- 
memorative ceremonies.'*° Yet their ambiguities can also fuel polarizing 
cultural conflicts, as actors invoke the same symbols to support widely 
divergent interpretations of historical events. Such struggles over the 
meaning of quintessential American ideals have become especially vocif- 
erous in the effort to interpret September 11 and to forge a place for it in 
American collective memory; I take up the ambiguities of ideals espoused 
in the civil scriptures at greater length in chapter 7. 

Critical as these civil scriptures would be in premediating September 
11, post-9/11 political consolation discourse must also be understood 
in light of comparatively more recent speechmaking. During the twen- 
tieth century, especially with the rise of mass media, the symbolic di- 
mension of politics took on ever-greater significance, elevating the 
importance of the consolation genre. While this chapter has offered a 
sociological exegesis of the civil scriptures and their import for consola- 
tion discourse, the next two chapters continue the historical narrative, 
tracing how these canonical texts gave way to two distinct modes of 
consolation in the twentieth century. I turn first to the dualistic mode, 
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which built upon dominant themes from the civil scriptures to place 
collective suffering within a Manichean framework that moves inexora- 
bly toward the triumph of good over evil. I then describe the minor key 
in the consolation genre, the tragic mode that has its roots in Lincoln’s 
second inaugural. 
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CHAPTER 2 
The War of Good and Evil 





Q uring the Second World War, symbols from the civil scriptures played 
L/ a central role in underwriting a broad interpretive framework that 
American political leaders articulated to make sense of the global struggle 
and to bring meaning to the massive losses that the United States sus- 
tained throughout. In this chapter, I trace the development of the dualistic 
mode of political consolation—which drew sharp binary distinctions be- 
tween good and evil, freedom and tyranny—during the World War II era 
and show how it reverberated in American memory. Dualism is an ideal 
type in the Weberian sense, and although official representations of World 
War II have been extraordinarily consistent, I also attend to occasional 
departures from the dominant discourse. But by the 50th anniversary of 
World War II, the dualistic interpretation generated remarkable consen- 
sus. Several years later, this framework would powerfully premediate the 
events of September 11, as political leaders recalled the 1941 attack on 
Pearl Harbor and vigorously offered consolation in the dualistic mode. 


ANTICIPATING THE CRISIS 


Like Lincoln before him, Franklin Delano Roosevelt would become a semi- 
nal figure for the consolation genre. For Roosevelt, the presidency was “not 
merely an administrative office” or an “engineering job, efficient or ineffi- 
cient.” Quite the contrary, it was “predominantly a place of moral leader- 
ship.”? He thus envisioned himself as a “preaching president” in the 
tradition of his cousin, Theodore Roosevelt.” Indeed, Franklin Roosevelt’s 
particular rhetorical gifts intersected with the advent of radio in ways that 
reshaped the presidency as an institution, heightening the expectation 


that incumbents fulfill the role of what Mary Stuckey calls the nation’s 
“chief storyteller, its interpreter-in-chief.* Addressing the mass public 
through the radio, Roosevelt managed to cultivate a sense of intimacy with 
his listeners, and to create “the feeling that he understood them as indi- 
viduals.” No doubt this sense of intimacy derived at least in part from Roo- 
sevelt’s attention to human emotion, especially in times of crisis; Roosevelt 
embraced the task of consolation as an obligation of his office. In doing so, 
he laid the groundwork for those to follow, both by routinely addressing 
existential matters and by elaborating a mode of consolation that seam- 
lessly incorporated images of Washington at Valley Forge and Lincoln at 
Gettysburg while also attending to the larger global context. 

Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941—the event that 
drew the United States into the war—called for interpretation and conso- 
lation as the nation coped with shock, mourned the dead, and prepared for 
the fight ahead. Yet even before Pearl Harbor, Roosevelt's public rhetoric— 
which laid the groundwork for the United States to enter the conflict— 
offered a kind of anticipatory consolation. Recognizing that the years 
ahead would almost inevitably demand sacrifice in various forms, Roose- 
velt provided a framework for finding meaning in national suffering. 
When he accepted the Democratic nomination for the presidency in 1940, 
Roosevelt portrayed world affairs in stark binary language, suggesting 
that the survival of civilization itself was at stake: 


We face one of the great choices of history. 
It is not alone a choice of Government by the people versus dictatorship. 
It is not alone a choice of freedom versus slavery. 


It is not alone a choice between moving forward or falling back. It is all of these 


rolled into one. 


It is the continuance of civilization as we know it versus the ultimate destruc- 
tion of all that we have held dear—religion against godlessness; the ideal of 
justice against the practice of force; moral decency versus the firing squad; 


courage to speak out, and to act, versus the false lullaby of appeasement.® 


With the world sharply divided, Roosevelt argued, it was not only specific 
values or a system of governance, but also good itself that hung in the 
balance. 

Roosevelt expanded this framework in high-profile speeches as he con- 
cluded his second term as president and began his third. His January 6, 
1941, State of the Union address—now better known as the “four 
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freedoms” speech—outlined the threat that “tyranny” posed for “the 
democratic way of life.” In a speech that would not only prove influential 
in its own moment, but also reappear as a prominent symbolic framework 
in the 9/11 era, Roosevelt argued that people “everywhere in the world” 
ought to enjoy “four essential human freedoms”: “freedom of speech and 
expression,” the “freedom of every person to worship God in his own way,” 
“freedom from want,” and “freedom from fear.” These ideals, he argued, 
were “no vision of a distant millennium,” but instead “a definite basis for a 
kind of world attainable in our own time and generation.” And they stood 
in direct opposition to the Axis vision for the world: “That kind of world is 
the very antithesis of the so-called new order of tyranny which the dicta- 
tors seek to create with the crash of a bomb. To that new order we oppose 
the greater conception—the moral order.” The American people, Roos- 
evelt argued—channeling the antitheses that had long underwritten 
frontier mythology—faced a fundamental choice between competing 
ways of life: civilization and barbarism, freedom and tyranny, morality 
and immorality, good and evil. Even as he sought to persuade Americans 
that their “manner of life” was worth defending—and indeed extending 
across the globe—Roosevelt pledged that victory was assured: “the justice 
of morality must and will win in the end.”’ 

Two weeks later, in his January 20, 1941, inaugural address, Roosevelt 
explicitly forged a place for present challenges in the American constitu- 
tive narrative. In terms befitting the ceremonial occasion, Roosevelt in- 
voked pivotal trials from the nation’s past to provide meaning for the 


present: 


In Washington’s day the task of the people was to create and weld together a 


Nation. 


In Lincoln’s day the task of the people was to preserve that Nation from dis- 


ruption from within. 


In this day the task of the people is to save that Nation and its institutions 


from disruption from without. 


To us there has come a time, in the midst of swift happenings, to pause for a 
moment and take stock—to recall what our place in history has been, and to 


rediscover what we are and what we may be.... 


The democratic aspiration is no mere recent phase in human history. It is 


human history. ... 


In the Americas its impact has been irresistible. . . . 
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Its vitality was written into our own Mayflower Compact, into the Declaration 
of Independence, into the Constitution of the United States, into the Gettys- 
burg Address. ... 


In the face of great perils never before encountered, our strong purpose is to 


protect and to perpetuate the integrity of democracy.’ 


Recalling both the nation’s founding moment and the image of Lincoln at 
Gettysburg, Roosevelt asserted that the nation had an obligation—even a 
sacred one—to intervene on democracy’s behalf. Stewardship of democ- 
racy, Roosevelt argued, is “our place in history,” “what we are”—an essen- 
tial component of national identity anda legacy that the present generation 
was compelled to carry forward. 

As the sense of crisis mounted, Roosevelt continually borrowed lan- 
guage from the American past to interpret the present, working to render 
the unfolding crisis comprehensible within a narrative that began with 
the Revolution. In his 1941 Independence Day address, Roosevelt argued 
that the “cause of human freedom” that had “swept across the world” over 
the past century and a half faced “a new resistance, in the form of several 
new practices of tyranny.” Echoing the closing pledge of the Declaration, 
Roosevelt preemptively articulated an interpretation for the death and 
suffering that was likely on the horizon: “It must be our deep conviction 
that we pledge as well our work, our will and, if it be necessary, our very 
lives.” Throughout the war years, remediations of the past would figure 
centrally in official discourse, bolstering the dualistic interpretation of 
the conflict at hand. 


THE DUALISTIC MODE 


As the crisis of Pearl Harbor claimed American lives and drew the United 
States into the war, the task of consolation—which Roosevelt had so 
clearly anticipated—became pressing. In response, Roosevelt elaborated 
the dualistic narrative that would come to define the era in national 
memory. Incorporating the language Roosevelt had already deployed to 
characterize the global struggle, the dualistic mode explained suffering 
and loss as part of an encompassing battle between good and evil. Though 
this ongoing conflict inevitably leaves loss and suffering in its wake, dual- 
istic discourse posits that the struggle drives inexorably toward the tri- 
umph of the good. I borrow and adapt the term “dualistic” from Weber's 
writings on theodicy; as Weber put it, in the dualistic view, “[t]he world 
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process, although full of inevitable suffering, is a continuous purification 
of the light from the contamination of darkness.” Suffering takes on 
meaning within this progressive teleology. Integrating the longstanding 
notion of national sacrifice into this encompassing worldview, dualistic 
discourse interprets deaths on the battlefield as glorious sacrifices that 
help ensure future triumph. 

The dualistic narrative that coalesced during World War II made sense of 
a chaotic world by using a number of binary oppositions, contrasting “good” 


» a 


and “evil,” “freedom” and “tyranny,” and—drawing inspiration from the 
frontier mythology described in chapter 1—“civilization” and “savagery” or 
“parbarism.”!? The dualistic mode of political consolation might thus be un- 
derstood as an extreme variant of the binary contrasts that Jeffrey Alexan- 
der and Philip Smith have identified at the core of American civil society 
discourse.” The contrast between “liberty” and “repression” that Alexander 
and Smith underscore comes, in the dualistic mode, to signal an even more 
fundamental contrast between humanity and inhumanity. In the case of 
World War II, the United States and its allies were understood as benevolent 
and humane—stewards of “civilization’—while their enemies were cast as 
not only malevolent and repressive, but also somehow less than human. Du- 
alism, then, asserted rigid, even impermeable, symbolic boundaries™ þe- 
tween rivals. 

At the limit, these binary contrasts take on transcendent meaning; 
the dualistic mode of political consolation conceptualizes earthly events 
as manifestations of a cosmic struggle between light and darkness, good 
and evil, truth and falsehood. The assurance of victory, then—the tri- 
umph of liberty and humanity over repression and inhumanity—is prov- 
idential. Though the dualistic view of the world long predates the 
establishment of the American nation, it has a particular affinity with 
canonical American narratives and the images of the nation reified in 
the civil scriptures. The language of American exceptionalism and the 
triumphant images of the American past that continually reappear in 
public discourse reinforce dualism’s progressive teleology: the “chosen” 
nation, enjoying “special providence,” is presumed to be morally right- 
eous, ever on the side of light and right; in times of conflict or trial, it can 
do nothing but prevail. 


INTERPRETING PEARL HARBOR 


In his now iconic December 8, 1941, radio address—memorable especially 
for its declaration that December 7, 1941, was “a date which will live in 
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infamy”—Roosevelt began to account for Pearl Harbor in dualistic lan- 
guage." Describing Japan’s “treachery” in launching an “unprovoked and 
dastardly attack,” Roosevelt pledged that the struggle would culminate in 
victory: “No matter how long it may take us to overcome this premeditated 
invasion, the American people in their righteous might will win through 
to absolute victory.” He bolstered his claim with reference to divine 
providence: “With confidence in our armed forces—with the unbounding 
determination of our people—we will gain the inevitable triumph—so 
help us God.” 1 

Three days later, in his message to Congress requesting war declara- 
tions against Italy and Germany, Roosevelt interpreted the conflict in en- 
compassing language that exemplified the dualistic frame: “The forces 
endeavoring to enslave the entire world now are moving toward this 
hemisphere. Never before has there been a greater challenge to life, lib- 
erty, and civilization. . . . Rapid and united effort by all of the peoples of 
the world who are determined to remain free will insure a world victory of 
the forces of justice and of righteousness over the forces of savagery and of 
barbarism.”"® Civilization faced a formidable challenge, but dualistic 
teleology—the promise that civilization would inevitably prevail— 
offered hope and meaning in the face of this threat. Just as the United 
States had overcome the barbarism beyond the frontier on its own conti- 
nent, Roosevelt implied, so too would it push beyond new frontiers across 
the oceans. The power of the past in premediating the present, giving sym- 
bolic shape to chaos and uncertainty, is clear. 

The task of consolation was particularly central in Roosevelt’s 1941 
Christmas Eve address. That the crisis had descended in the midst of a 
season sacred to most Americans only increased the expectation that the 
president provide a meaningful account. Roosevelt delivered his address 
alongside British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who visited Wash- 
ington in the aftermath of Pearl Harbor. In his remarks, Roosevelt ac- 
knowledged that many citizens must find it difficult to rejoice in the midst 
of “resisting the evil thing.” Yet he suggested that observing the Christ- 
mas holiday would provide the moral and spiritual preparation that the 
oncoming struggle would require: 


There is another preparation demanded of this Nation beyond and beside the 
preparation of weapons and materials of war. There is demanded also of us the 
preparation of our hearts; the arming of our hearts. And when we make ready 
our hearts for the labor and the suffering and the ultimate victory which lie 
ahead, then we observe Christmas Day—with all of its memories and all of its 


meanings—as we should. 
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Roosevelt framed the national struggle in language that called forth 
Christian ideals, counterposing these ideals with the image of a malevo- 
lent enemy: “Against enemies who preach the principles of hate and prac- 
tice them, we set our faith in human love and in God’s care for us and all 
men everywhere.” And as he introduced Churchill, Roosevelt reinforced 
the interpretation of the war as a Manichean struggle, lauding those who 
had “been engaged in the task of defending good with their life-blood for 
months and for years.”° 

The day after Christmas—December 26, 1941—Churchill delivered a 
stirring address before a joint session of the U.S. Congress, invoking 
American civil scriptures as ably as any U.S. politician and bolstering Roo- 
sevelt’s dualistic narrative. Churchill reflected that throughout his own 
life, he had “steered confidently towards the Gettysburg ideal of govern- 
ment of the people, by the people, for the people.” He offered consolation 
for the suffering ahead with the exhortation that “we are doing the no- 
blest work in the world, not only defending our hearths and homes, but 
the cause of freedom in every land.” And while he underscored the Allies’ 
agency, their power to ensure a victorious outcome—“we are the masters 
of our fate,” Churchill proclaimed, and the “pangs and toils” of the task 
ahead “are not beyond our endurance”’—he also invoked divine design. 
Churchill’s address concluded with a firm and confident assurance that 
the Allies enjoyed providential favor: “he must indeed have a blind soul 
who cannot see that some great purpose and design is being worked out 
here below of which we have the honor to be the faithful servants.””° 

When he delivered his State of the Union address on January 6, 1942, 
Roosevelt warned of “a hard war, a long war, a bloody war, a costly war.””? 
Untold suffering, he acknowledged, was clearly on the horizon. But this 
suffering would be anything but senseless, because the war, and all the 
losses it would entail, held transcendent significance: 


We are fighting to cleanse the world of ancient evils, ancient ills. 


Our enemies are guided by brutal cynicism, by unholy contempt for the human 
race. We are inspired by a faith that goes back through all the years to the first 


chapter of the Book of Genesis: “God created man in His own image.” 


We on our side are striving to be true to that divine heritage. We are fighting, 
as our fathers have fought, to uphold the doctrine that all men are equal in the 
sight of God. Those on the other side are striving to destroy this deep belief 
and to create a world in their own image—a world of tyranny and cruelty and 


serfdom. 
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That is the conflict that day and night now pervades our lives. . . . There never 
has been—there never can be—successful compromise between good and 
evil. Only total victory can reward the champions of tolerance, and decency, 


and freedom, and faith. 


Good versus evil; cynicism versus faith; tyranny versus freedom—the 
struggle left no room for ambivalence or ambiguity. There could be no 
“successful compromise,” only “total victory.” The American cause was 
also the cause of providence. Understood in this light, hardships and 
losses took on meaning and purpose. 


THE WAR YEARS 


Throughout the war, Roosevelt continued to narrate unfolding events in 
the dualistic mode, amplifying this interpretation with vivid imagery 
from the civil scriptures. In a February 1942 fireside chat, he reminded 
Americans of the hardships George Washington had faced during the 
eight years of the Revolution: “In a sense, every winter was a Valley Forge,” 
Roosevelt reflected, recalling that the nation owed its very existence to 
patriots who engaged in a long, bloody struggle.” Indeed, Roosevelt sug- 
gested, “Washington’s conduct in those hard times has provided the model 
for all Americans ever since—a model of moral stamina. He held to his 
course, as it had been charted in the Declaration of Independence.”™* Roo- 
sevelt called upon his contemporaries to renew Washington’s commit- 
ment, quoting from Paine’s The American Crisis and reminding his listeners 
that these same words were also read to the Continental Army in a moment 
of grave uncertainty: 


“The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from 
the service of their country; but he that stands it now, deserves the love and 
thanks of man and woman. Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered; yet we 
have this consolation with us, that the harder the sacrifice, the more glorious 


the triumph.” 


So spoke Americans in the year 1776. 


So speak Americans today!” 


When Roosevelt spoke at ceremonies memorializing the American dead, 


he rendered losses meaningful as sacrifices in this storied lineage. In a 
1944 address in Philadelphia, Roosevelt said: “I want to express the 
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conviction that the greatest of our past American heroes—the heroes of 
Bunker Hill and Gettysburg—and San Juan Hill and Manila Bay and the 
Argonne—would consider themselves honored to be associated with our 
fighting men of today.” Like their predecessors, the soldiers who fell in 
World War II would live on in their nation, and would also attain a prized 
place in its collective memory. War propaganda reinforced this narrative. 
For instance, a U.S. Office of War Information poster encouraging Ameri- 
cans to purchase war bonds featured an image of the Lincoln Memorial. In 
it, Lincoln gazed down upon a fallen soldier, and alongside the scene was a 
phrase from the Gettysburg Address: “that we here highly resolve that 
these dead shall not have died in vain.””’ 

Themes from Roosevelt’s speeches also echoed in General Dwight 
D. Eisenhowers message to the troops just prior to the invasion of 
Normandy on June 6, 1944—“D-Day.” “The hopes and prayers of liberty- 
loving people everywhere march with you,” Eisenhower wrote. “In com- 
pany with our brave Allies and brothers-in-arms on other Fronts, you will 
bring about the destruction of the German war machine, the elimination 
of Nazi tyranny over the oppressed peoples of Europe, and security for 
ourselves in a free world”? Although the Allies faced a “well trained” and 
“pattle-hardened” enemy that would “fight savagely,” Eisenhower declared 
that the tide had turned, and the Allies would move inexorably forward 
toward triumph: “The free men of the world are marching together to Vic- 
tory!”?° The task at hand was nothing less than to secure victory for civili- 
zation against a savage enemy, and to liberate the oppressed in the name 
of freedom. 

Ever attuned to the human desire for consolation, Roosevelt offered a 
public prayer on June 6, 1944, broadcast to the American people as the 
invasion unfolded. “Almighty God,” Roosevelt appealed, “[olur sons, 
pride of our Nation, this day have set upon a mighty endeavor, a struggle 
to preserve our Republic, our religion, and our civilization, and to set 
free a suffering humanity.”*° Acknowledging that some of these Ameri- 
can sons would never return from their mission, Roosevelt prayed that 
God would recognize their cause as his own: “Embrace these, Father, and 
receive them, Thy heroic servants, into Thy kingdom.” Even as he directed 
his words toward the divine, Roosevelt expressed confidence that victory 
was on the horizon: “With Thy blessing, we shall prevail over the unholy 
forces of our enemy.”*! With this public prayer, Roosevelt sought to ar- 
ticulate the purpose of loss and suffering to citizens who listened not 
knowing whether their sons and brothers had already fallen on the Nor- 
mandy beaches. Even amidst the invasion, the commander-in-chief also 
embraced the role of consoler-in-chief. 
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As the war drew to a close, Roosevelt’s successor, Harry Truman, con- 
tinued to narrate world events in the dualistic mode. In his address on 
May 8, 1945—the day that Germany surrendered, known in the United 
States as “V-E Day,” and only a few short weeks after Roosevelt’s death— 
Truman announced: “The flags of freedom fly over all Europe.”* While 
Truman expressed sorrow at “the terrible price we have paid to rid the 
world of Hitler and his evil band,” he also asserted that each life lost should 
be understood as “a sacrifice to redeem our liberty.”*? The victory in Europe 
thus affirmed the interpretation that Roosevelt had begun to articulate 
even before the first American soldiers perished on the battlefield. And 
once again, this pivotal event was premediated through previous mo- 
ments in the consolation genre. Truman’s May 8 address clearly bore the 
influence of the Lincolnian conception of sacrifice; soldiers’ deaths were 
redemptive and secured new life for liberty. 

Truman portrayed the war in dualistic terms to the last. When the 
United States dropped atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki in August 1945, Truman depicted the new technology as a 
God-given mechanism for ensuring that good triumphed over evil. Al- 
though he briefly acknowledged “the tragic significance of the atomic 
bomb,” Truman argued forcefully that its development and use were im- 
perative to prevent further suffering at the hands of a malevolent enemy: 


Having found the bomb we have used it. We have used it against those who 
attacked us without warning at Pearl Harbor, against those who have starved 
and beaten and executed American prisoners of war, against those who have 
abandoned all pretense of obeying international laws of warfare. We have used 
it in order to shorten the agony of war, in order to save the lives of thousands 


and thousands of young Americans.** 


Pledging to continue using the bomb “until we completely destroy Japan’s 
power to make war” or until Japan surrendered, Truman said: “We must 
constitute ourselves trustees of this new force—to prevent its misuse, and 
to turn it into the channels of service to mankind. It is an awful responsi- 
bility which has come to us. We thank God that it has come to us, instead 
of to our enemies; and we pray that He may guide us to use it in His ways 
and for His purposes.”* According to Truman’s interpretation, then, 
Americans’ very possession of the bomb provided further evidence of the 
longstanding conviction that the United States was a chosen nation, mor- 
ally righteous and destined for victory. In this way, the nation’s oldest 
tropes premediated official representations of technology its founders 
could scarcely have imagined. 
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On September 1, 1945, when Japan announced its surrender, Truman 
proclaimed a final victory of good over evil, civilization over tyranny, once 
again invoking providential design. According to Truman, the crisis 
at Pearl Harbor—a crisis that had occasioned fear, mourning, and anxiety 
about the future—had at long last culminated in the triumph of 
civilization: 


Four years ago, the thoughts and fears of the whole civilized world were cen- 
tered on another piece of American soil—Pearl Harbor. The mighty threat to 
civilization which began there is now laid at rest. It was a long road to Tokyo— 


and a bloody one. 
We shall not forget Pearl Harbor. 
The Japanese militants will not forget the U.S.S. Missouri. 


The evil done by the Japanese war lords can never be repaired or forgotten. But 


their power to destroy and kill has been taken from them.... 


To all of us there comes first a sense of gratitude to Almighty God who sus- 
tained us and our Allies in the dark days of grave danger, who made us to 
grow from weakness into the strongest fighting force in history, and who 
has now seen us overcome the forces of tyranny that sought to destroy His 


civilization.*® 


Lauding the sacrifices of those who perished, Truman described “our 
responsibility—ours, the living—to see to it that this victory shall be a 
monument worthy of the dead who died to win it,” subtly echoing Lin- 
coln’s exhortation at Gettysburg.” And as he proclaimed September 2, 
1945—the day that Japan would formally sign the terms of surrender— 
“V-J Day,” Truman once again invoked the memory of Pearl Harbor. V-J 
Day, Truman declared, brought the retribution his predecessor had prom- 
ised nearly four years prior: “it [V-J Day] is a day which we Americans shall 
always remember as a day of retribution—as we remember that other day, 
the day of infamy... . God’s help has brought us to this day of victory. With 
His help we will attain . . . peace and prosperity for ourselves and all the 
world in the years ahead.”*° God had ever been, and would continue to be, 
on America’s side. 

Throughout the war years, there were often gaps between official dis- 
course and popular sentiment. The historian John Bodnar describes “a 
vast public argument over how to understand what was going on and how 
to frame the unprecedented turbulence in the world that the war 
brought.”*? As Ernest Renan famously argued, however, forgetting such 
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episodes of dissent and disagreement is critical in binding nations to- 
gether.*° As the years passed, the dualistic interpretation that public offi- 
cials had articulated during the war generated remarkable consensus, and 
World War II came to be understood as “the good war”—a noble fight for 
an unquestionably just and worthy cause, befitting such substantial 
American sacrifice.“ This Manichean frame would also reverberate pow- 
erfully in other genres of political speechmaking during crises to come. 
During the Cold War, American political officials repeatedly posited 
that—though the contours had shifted—the world was once again di- 
vided between good and evil, freedom and tyranny. Perhaps most fa- 
mously, in the 1980s, President Ronald Reagan described the Soviet Union 
as an “evil empire,”* and predicted that “the march of freedom and de- 
mocracy . . . will leave Marxism-Leninism on the ashheap of history as it 
has left other tyrannies which stifle the freedom and muzzle the self- 
expression of the people.”® 

Most important for present purposes is how dualistic discourse rever- 
berated in the consolation genre, especially in official World War II com- 
memorations toward the end of the century. In the 1990s, a series of 
elaborate and high-profile 50th anniversary observances firmly solidified 
the Manichean image of the conflict that U.S. leaders had long articulated. 
Subjected to a treacherous surprise attack in 1941, the innocent nation 
had risen to the occasion, fighting bravely and sacrificing nobly to liberate 
Europe and indeed to preserve liberty itself. In the remainder of this chap- 
ter, I examine how World War II commemorations revisited the meaning 
of suffering and death. Later, in part II, I will show how political leaders 
drew upon these interpretive materials, both implicitly and explicitly, in 
order to give shape to the shock of September 11. 


REMEMBERING WORLD WAR II: COMMEMORATION AS PREMEDIATION 


Pearl Harbor Anniversaries 


Perhaps surprisingly—at least from the vantage point of our own histori- 
cal moment, which is saturated with commemoration—it took quite some 
time before the anniversary of Pearl Harbor attracted significant atten- 
tion on the national stage. Presidential speeches acknowledging the anni- 
versary, for instance, were few and far between in the decades immediately 
following World War II.** Furthermore, anniversary commemorations at 
Pearl Harbor and other major events held at the site—including the dedi- 
cation of the U.S.S. Arizona Memorial on Memorial Day in 1962 and the 
opening of the Visitors’ Center there in 1980—attracted relatively little 
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notice in the national media and among the general public.*° It was not 
until the 50th anniversary, in 1991, that the Pearl Harbor anniversary 
garnered widespread national attention, and featured a series of addresses 
in Hawaii by the sitting president, George H. W. Bush. 

The 50th anniversary of Pearl Harbor occasioned a complex commemo- 
rative dilemma. For one, the U.S.-Japan relationship was in flux. With the 
end of the Cold War, the United States and Japan were no longer united 
against a common threat, and the two nations found themselves debating 
their respective roles as well as their financial responsibilities for the Per- 
sian Gulf War.** In addition, the date called forth not only the memory of 
Japan’s surprise attack, but also the memory of moments from the war 
years that threatened the stark binary terms within which American of- 
ficials generally portrayed World War II: the internment of Japanese 
Americans and the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

Early in the planning process, controversy centered on the scope of the 
commemoration and its significance for U.S.-Japan relations. Who should 
participate in an official capacity? Should the commemoration serve as a 
symbolic vehicle for reconciliation with Japan, or as a strictly national 
event honoring Americans who fought and died at Pearl Harbor? For in- 
stance, one National Park Service proposal for the ceremony envisioned 
American children joining hands with Japanese children in a ritual of rec- 
onciliation.*” During the summer, however, the U.S. State Department set 
the tone for a strictly national event with a statement barring foreign 
guests from participating in any official capacity: 


In our commemoration of the anniversary of Pearl Harbor, we will honor the 
memory of the service men who lost their lives and reflect upon this historic 
turning point in American history. It would be wrong to interpret this com- 
memoration as directed against Japan in any way. It is not and will not be an 


anti-Japanese event. 


We envision no participation by foreign guests in Pearl Harbor commemora- 
tive events. These events mark a solemn national occasion. At the same time, 
we want to make clear that it is not our intention to exclude anyone from 
events commemorating Pearl Harbor’s Fiftieth anniversary, and foreign visi- 
tors are of course free to attend any of the commemorative events [in an unof- 


ficial capacity].*® 


A subsequent suggestion to invite Japanese American children from 
Hawaii to participate in the ritual “was also dismissed as contrary to the 
central focus of the ceremonies.” 


[56] The Politics of Consolation 


The statement did not, however, mark the end of the controversy. In 
fact, as the anniversary of the August 6, 1945, bombing of Hiroshima 
came and went, the debate took on trans-national dimensions. Honolulu 
Mayor Frank Fasi sparked the controversy when he “rejected the Bush ad- 
ministration’s ‘Americans only’ approach to the anniversary and suggested 
that Japanese [representatives] be invited—after they had apologized for 
the attack.”°° His suggestion reached Tokyo, where “the chief cabinet sec- 
retary retorted that America ought to apologize for its bombing of Japan 
as well.” 

In the week leading up to the Pearl Harbor anniversary, President 
Bush weighed in on the issue during an interview with ABC News. The 
interview—which aired on This Week with David Brinkley on Sunday, De- 
cember 1—featured Bush’s reflections on his personal memory of Pearl 
Harbor: he had enlisted in the U.S. Navy shortly after the attack, and in 
the interview he considered how his own combat experience shaped his 
attitude toward Japan as president. Toward the end of the segment, Brin- 
kley said: “Mr. President, some of the Japanese leadership—I don’t know 
how much—believes we owe them an apology.”*? The exchange that 
ensued foreshadowed the tone Bush would adopt in the commemoration 
several days later: 


BuSH: For what? 
BRINKLEY: I think for Hiroshima, the atomic bomb and so on. 


BusH: Yeah—not from this President. I was fighting over there. I had my 
orders to go back there when the war ended and American lives were saved. 
Now, do we mourn the loss of innocent civilians? Yes. Can I empathize with a 
family whose child was victimized by these attacks? Absolutely. But I can also 
empathize with my roommate’s mother, my roommate having been killed in 
action. . . . And so, war is hell and it’s a terrible thing, but there should be no 
apology requested and that, in my view, is rank revisionism. Truman faced 
a terrible decision. He had just come in and taken over from a popular 
Commander-in-Chief, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and they handed him this di- 
lemma, this decision. “We’re at war. Are you going to go all-out to win this 
war?” ... He made a tough, calculating decision and it was right because it 
spared the lives of millions of American citizens and we were at war, having 
been attacked. So what we have tried to do and what we should continue to try 
to do is heal any wounds and express our proper concern and sympathy for the 


victims of war wherever they may be. 


BRINKLEY: But no apology? 
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Busu: No apology is required and it will not be asked of this President, I can 
guarantee you because I think—I’ve spoken, I think, before on this—but I feel 
so strongly about it. You see, I was there, in a tiny little way and I think what 
we have done with Japan—helping restore that country—is appreciated by 
Japan and so I don’t think there’s anybody looking for apologies one way or 


another.” 


For Bush, the notion that the U.S. bombing of Hiroshima required an apol- 
ogy was apparently so unimaginable that he sought clarification: “For 
what?” Allowing that Americans should mourn the loss of “innocent civil- 
ians,’ he nonetheless implied that the United States need not shoulder 
guilt for their deaths. Emphasizing that Japan struck first—“we were at 
war, having been attacked”—Bush invoked a familiar justification for 
Truman's decision: it saved American lives.°* Moreover, he depicted the 
United States as benevolent in victory, arguing that Japan’s current stat- 
ure was a byproduct of generous U.S. policy that helped “restore that coun- 
try” in the postwar era. While Bush emphasized that there was no need for 
enduring animosity, his position on an apology for Hiroshima was stark 
and clear: the issue was a simple matter of right and wrong. (It is worth 
noting that the subsequent U.S. bombing of Nagasaki went unmentioned 
in the interview.) 

In keeping with this exchange, Bush’s commemorative speechmaking 
largely echoed the dualistic narrative that Roosevelt had articulated 50 
years prior, a narrative carried forward in Cold War rhetoric that contin- 
ued to apprehend global politics in stark binary terms. Not surprisingly, 
Bush made no mention of Hiroshima or Nagasaki. He did, however, 
complicate the dualistic narrative in another way, grappling explicitly 
with the difficult legacies of U.S. internment policy. In doing so, Bush 
subtly chipped away at the sharp symbolic boundary between an inno- 
cent nation caught by surprise and a savage attacker that defines the 
dualistic interpretation. 

On December 7, 1991, Bush delivered a series of addresses in Hawaii. 
The first took place during a sunrise ceremony at the National Memorial 
Cemetery of the Pacific—also known as the Punchbowl—in Honolulu. 
Here, Bush began with a familiar narrative: 


From this sacred ground near the waters of Pearl Harbor, we remember the 
moment when the Pacific Ocean erupted in a storm of fire and blood. We re- 
member a morning when America, where some thought isolation meant secu- 
rity, awoke wounded, and reeling, plunged into a desperate fight for world 


freedom. I remember the crackle of the radio and the voice of our President. 
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“We are going to win the war,” FDR told us, “and we are going to win the peace 
that follows.” We won the war and secured the peace because American men 


and women responded bravely and instinctively to their Nation’s call.°° 


The cruelty of the attackers, the American instinct to respond with valor, 
the cause of freedom, the pledge that victory was inevitable—Bush artic- 
ulated key elements of an interpretation that originated with Roosevelt 
and drew upon some of the founding tropes in American political culture. 
As he told stories of individual valor exhibited on December 7, 1941, Bush 
evoked an image of sacrifice at once biblical and national: “The Bible says, 
‘Love is as strong as death.’ To die for country, for family: that is the truth 
whispered by these rows of markers.”°° 

Yet Bush went on to complicate his portrayal of the victors: heroic they 
were, but the Americans, too, committed misdeeds in the course of the con- 
flict. Bush’s first speech of the day acknowledged one such transgression: 


Americans did not wage war against nations or races. We fought for freedom 
and human dignity against the nightmare of totalitarianism. The world must 
never forget that the dictatorships we fought, the Hitler and Tojo regimes, 
committed war crimes and atrocities. Our servicemen struggled and sacrificed 
not only in defense of our free way of life, but also in the hope that the bless- 


ings of liberty some day might extend to all peoples. 


Our cause was just and honorable, but not every American action was fully fair. 
This ground embraces many American veterans whose love of country was put 
to the test unfairly by our own authorities. . . . They were sent to internment 
camps simply because their ancestors were Japanese. Other Asian-Americans 
suffered discrimination, and even violence, because they were mistaken for 


Japanese. And they, too, were innocent victims, who committed no offense.*” 


With these words, Bush injected a reflective recognition of American in- 
justices into the familiar dualistic narrative, subtly unsettling its hall- 
mark binary oppositions. At the same time, however, Bush also invoked 
what Olick terms a “grammar of exculpation’—that is, a way of “framing 
the problems of the . . . past so that they appear less burdening.”®* In this 
particular case, Bush mitigated the burdens of the past by juxtaposing the 
memory of American injustice with the memory of Axis “war crimes and 
atrocities,” and by issuing a reminder that Americans fought not only to 
protect their own freedom, but also to provide deliverance for others—to 
expand “the blessings of liberty” across the globe.” On the one hand, then, 
Bush’s words at the Punchbowl allowed for a more complex rendering of 
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the Second World War than the ideal-typical dualistic narrative. On the 
other hand, his words excused, or at least minimized, injustice even as 
they acknowledged it. 

Following these reflections, Bush turned back to more familiar language, 
heralding the ‘ 
“grow strong in the exercise of democracy and free enterprise,” and assert- 


‘war generation” that helped Japan, Germany, and Italy 


ing that their descendants had continued this legacy in Korea, Vietnam, 
and the Cold War, as well as more recently in the Persian Gulf.®° The world 
for which American soldiers fought in World War II, Bush claimed, had 
begun to come into view. And the progress that had occurred in the decades 
since Pearl Harbor affirmed the meaning and purpose of the losses he com- 
memorated: “Every soldier and sailor and airman buried here offered his 
life so that others might be free,” Bush said. “Not one of them died in vain.”* 

When he spoke at the U.S.S. Arizona—the “sacred center” for Pearl 
Harbor commemoration,® both a memorial and a burial ground—Bush 
was more circumspect, adhering closely to the dualistic narrative. Reflect- 
ing on the symbolic meaning of the oil that rises continually from the Ari- 
zona, Bush suggested that God joined the righteous victors in mourning 
their losses: “With each drop, it is as though God Himself were crying,” he 
said.® Bush did underscore Japanese American contributions to the war 
effort in specific terms, noting that in the past soldiers of Japanese de- 
scent had wrongly been excluded from the standard heroic narrative: “One 
of Pearl Harbor’s lessons is that together we could ‘summon lightness 
against dark’; that was Dwight Eisenhower,” Bush reflected.** And he 
pledged that vigilance in the present would bring continued meaning to 
the sacrifices that allowed the righteous to prevail in the 1940s: gazing 
down “at Arizona’s sunken hull,” he said, “reminds us of the might of ideals 
that inspire boys to die as men. Everyone who aches at their sacrifice 
knows America must be forever vigilant. And Americans must always re- 
member the brave and the innocent who gave their lives to keep us free.” 

Bush delivered his final address of the day before an assemblage of 
World War II veterans and families at a shoreside pier. In these remarks, 
Bush quoted Roosevelt as he re-asserted an encompassing dualistic image 
of the conflict: “On that day of infamy, Pearl Harbor propelled each of us 
into a titanic contest for mankind’s future. It galvanized the American 
spirit as never, ever before into a single-minded resolve that could pro- 
duce only one thing: victory.” The day after Pearl Harbor, Bush recalled, 
“President Roosevelt proclaimed the singular American objective: ‘With 
confidence in our Armed Forces, with the unbounding determination of 
our people, we will gain the inevitable triumph, so help us, God.” The vic- 
tory in World War II laid the foundation for the future, and the 


[60] The Politics of Consolation 


next generation prevailed in its own Manichean struggle: “And now,” Bush 
declared, “we stand triumphant, for the third time this century, this time 
in the wake of the Cold War.” 

Yet once again, triumphalism did not go unmitigated in this final ad- 
dress. In fact, Bush addressed the difficult aspects of America’s World War 
II past even more overtly and extensively than he had in his remarks at 
the Punchbowl. Here, he largely abandoned the exculpatory tropes he had 
invoked earlier, discussing American injustices on their own terms with- 
out mentioning atrocities on the other side: 


In remembering, it is important to come to grips with the past. No nation can 
fully understand itself or find its place in the world if it does not look with clear 
eyes at all the glories and disgraces, too, of the past. We in the United States 
acknowledge such an injustice in our own history: The internment of Ameri- 
cans of Japanese ancestry was a great injustice, and it will never be repeated. 
Today, all Americans should acknowledge Japan’s Prime Minister Miyazawa’s 
national statement of deep remorse concerning the attack on Pearl Harbor. It 
was a thoughtful, it was a difficult expression much appreciated by the people 
of the United States of America. 


Bush’s expression of regret neglected the most difficult elements of 
World War II memory in America: the bombings of Hiroshima and Naga- 
saki, for which he had so resolutely refused to apologize. Nevertheless, 
the president’s words acknowledging this difficult aspect of the Ameri- 
can past on an anniversary with profound symbolic significance for the 
nation should not go unnoticed. 

With that acknowledgment, however, Bush turned to the positive lega- 
cies of the Allied victory: 


The values we hold dear as a Nation—equality of opportunity, freedom of reli- 
gion and speech and assembly, free and vigorous elections—are now revered 
by many nations. Our greatest victory in World War II took place not on the 
field of battle, but in nations we once counted as foes. The ideals of democracy 
and liberty have triumphed in a world once threatened with conquest by tyr- 


anny and despotism. 


Crucially, the triumph that came to pass provided a sort of retrospective 
consolation for combat losses: 


Today as we celebrate the world’s evolution toward freedom, we commemorate 


democracy’s fallen heroes, the defenders of freedom as well as the victims 
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of dictatorship who never saw the light of liberty. . . . The friends I lost, that all 
of us lost, upheld a great and noble cause. Because of their sacrifice, the world 


now lives in greater freedom and peace than ever before. 


Not only did the United States triumph—“We won. We crushed totalitari- 
anism,” Bush proclaimed—but Americans also exhibited exemplary moral 
virtue as they spread freedom to their former enemies: “And when that 
was done, we helped our enemies give birth to democracies.” Inviting his 
fellow veterans and their family members to recall those who perished, 
Bush once again offered reflections on the existential questions that re- 
verberated five decades hence. As the president articulated the meaning 
and purpose of the losses he commemorated, he subtly remediated Lin- 


coln: “Don't you think each one is saying, ‘I did not die in vain’ ?”®® 


Commemorating Victory in the 1980s and 1990s 


From the U.S. perspective, the other watershed moments in World War II, 
suitable for commemoration, were June 6 (D-Day), May 8 (V-E Day), and 
September 2 (V-J Day). Though the 50th anniversary ceremonies would be 
even more extensive, the 40th anniversary of D-Day attracted significant 
attention among Americans. On June 6, 1984, President Ronald Reagan 
delivered a stirring address in Normandy, France, paving the way for the 


1» 


ascendancy of “the myth of the ‘good war” that would become a fixture in 
American public culture in years to come.®” 

Reagan began with an image of helpless victims desperate for deliver- 
ance. “We're here to mark that day in history when the Allied armies joined 


in battle to reclaim this continent to liberty,” he said. 


For four long years, much of Europe had been under a terrible shadow. Free 
nations had fallen, Jews cried out in the camps, millions cried out for libera- 
tion. Europe was enslaved, and the world prayed for its rescue. Here in Nor- 
mandy the rescue began. Here the Allies stood and fought against tyranny ina 


giant undertaking unparalleled in human history. 


Central in rescuing these victims were the 225 American Rangers—the 
so-called “boys of Pointe du Hoc”—for whom Reagan offered special 
praise. The Rangers—Reagan recounted—climbed “sheer and desolate 
cliffs” to “take out the enemy guns” that were trained on the Allied forces 
as they approached. And according to Reagan, these liberators fought with 
the confidence that they served a just cause: “The men of Normandy had 
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faith that what they were doing was right, faith that they fought for all 
humanity, faith that a just God would grant them mercy on this beach- 
head or on the next.” Reagan then addressed veterans directly: “You all 
knew that some things are worth dying for. One’s country is worth dying 
for, and democracy is worth dying for, because it’s the most deeply honor- 
able form of government ever devised by man.”® Like the prayer Roos- 
evelt uttered over the radio in 1944, Reagan’s words offered consolation 
for the losses sustained at Normandy. They did so by reiterating the core 
claim of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address: that the men who died were mar- 
tyrs for both their nation and for democracy itself. 

A decade later, when the 50th anniversaries of D-Day and the Allied 
victory arrived, broad themes in American public culture bolstered the 
dualistic frame that state officials continued to articulate.” As veterans 
aged and passed away, prominent “moral entrepreneurs””' launched vigor- 
ous efforts to publicly remember and celebrate the Allies’ triumph—and 
in doing so, to cement an image of the era that cast veterans’ achieve- 
ments in a heroic light. News anchor Tom Brokaw’s bestseller The Greatest 
Generation evinced a nostalgic view of a generation whose “individualism, 
discipline, and self-sacrifice” won the “prosperity and freedom” that 
Americans enjoyed in the 1990s,” and lauded them for exhibiting excep- 
tional personal virtue.” Similarly, the historian Stephen Ambrose’s Band 
of Brothers offered a heroic image of the 101st Airborne, blending personal 
recollections with a morality tale that chronicled the men’s struggle to 
victory in Germany.” 

On the 50th anniversary of D-Day, President Bill Clinton traveled to 
Normandy, where he delivered a series of addresses before dignitaries, 
veterans, and families. During a sunrise ceremony off the coast of Nor- 
mandy, Clinton described “that fateful morning” of D-Day as “the pivot 
point of the war, perhaps the pivot point of the 20th century.””° He con- 
cluded this brief address with words Eisenhower had uttered 50 years 
prior: “Let us all beseech the blessing of almighty God upon this great 
and noble undertaking.” 

In a subsequent ceremony at Utah Beach, Defense Secretary William 
Perry described the American soldiers’ fight for “freedom,” their willing- 
ness to risk their lives “so that others may live in peace and without fear,” 
as “the greatest work that God can have us do.””’ In his own remarks at 
this site, Clinton exhorted his audience “never” to “forget that thousands 
of people gave everything they were, or what they might have become, so 
that freedom might live.””8 His words once again remediated Lincolnian 
themes: the soldiers’ deaths secured life for freedom itself. Calling on the 
present generation to “turn the pain of loss into the power of redemption 
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so that 50 or 100 or 1,000 years from now, those who bought our liberty 
with their lives will never be forgotten,” Clinton concluded: “To those of 
you who have survived and come back to this hallowed ground, let me say 
that the rest of us know that the most difficult days of your lives bought us 
50 years of freedom.” ”? Similarly, in yet another address at Pointe du Hoc, 
Clinton called upon subsequent generations—“the children of your 
sacrifice’—to “carry on the work you began here.”®° Lincoln’s influence is 
once again clear. Clinton reassured the aging veterans that they had 
played a vital role in a community of memory that would endure beyond 
them: “We commit ourselves, as you did, to keep [freedom’s] lamp burning 
for those who will follow. You completed your mission here. But the mis- 
sion of freedom goes on; the battle continues.”*! The president’s words 
thus offered consolation by assimilating “the most difficult days” of veter- 
ans’ lives into a triumphant national narrative. 

The anniversaries of the Allied victory called forth yet another round of 
soaring speeches. On May 8, 1995, Clinton reflected that no generation can 
fully eradicate evil: “You could not banish the forces of darkness from the 
future,” he said, addressing the World War II generation.” Yet the triumph 
the Allies achieved “taught us the most important lesson: that we can pre- 
vail over the forces of darkness, that we must prevail.”®? Four months later, 
on September 2, Clinton “commemorate[d] the triumph of freedom over 
tyranny” at the National Cemetery of the Pacific in Honolulu. “The seeds of 
democracy you [the World War II generation] planted and nurtured flower 
today in every corner of the globe,” Clinton observed,™ once again remind- 
ing veterans of their place in a story that would outlive them—their sym- 
bolic immortality in the ongoing vitality of their nation. 


WORLD WAR II MEMORY AND THE RESISTANCE TO REGRET 


In the preceding pages, I have traced the development of a dualistic mode 
of political consolation. Drawing on ideas and images from the civil scrip- 
tures, this dualistic discourse interpreted the Second World War as an epi- 
sode in a cosmic battle between good and evil. Death and suffering took 
on meaning as part of this unfolding teleology, and political leaders 
pledged that light and right, liberty and democracy, would triumph in the 
end. Fifty years later, the dualistic mode overwhelmingly prevailed in 
high-profile commemorations, at which point romantic images of the 
“good war” generated remarkable consensus among Americans gener- 
ally.®° The dualistic symbolism that reverberated so powerfully in the final 
decade of the twentieth century was thus readily available when the 
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United States confronted a shocking assault under very different circum- 
stances on September 11, 2001, and indeed—as I will illustrate in part 
II—World War II would premediate this distant event in decisive ways. 

The continued flourishing of dualistic discourse runs counter to the 
tendencies identified in many scholarly accounts of postwar political cul- 
ture, which frequently point to the Second World War as the last gasp of a 
heroic or triumphalist era. George Mosse argues that World War II brought 
the demise of the “Myth of the War Experience,” which had—through the 
First World War—compellingly transformed the horrors of death on the 
battlefield into glorious images of martyrdom.** Tom Engelhardt argues 
that the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki signaled “the end of victory 
culture” in the United States, ushering in an era where “victory and defeat, 
enemy and self, threatened to merge.”®’ Schwartz identifies World War II 
as the watershed moment after which the United States entered its pres- 
ent “post-heroic era,” in which “the very notion of greatness has eroded.”** 
And, as I noted in the introduction, taking stock of these shifts, Olick 
theorizes the rise of a “politics of regret.” No longer able to ground legiti- 
mation claims with reference to untainted images of a glorious past, states 
increasingly face pressure to acknowledge their own atrocities and 
misdeeds—to openly confront the difficult and shameful aspects of their 
histories—in order to maintain legitimacy.® 

On the one hand, even if dualistic discourse overwhelmingly predomi- 
nated, commemorative speechmaking during the 50th anniversary of the 
war evinced subtle gestures toward a politics of regret. The expectations of 
an apologetic age clearly weighed on Bush at Pearl Harbor in 1991, where 
he complicated the sharp symbolic boundary that had once divided vil- 
lains and victors when he discussed the internment of Americans with 
Japanese ancestry, conceding that “not every American action was fully 
fair.” On the other hand, however, such gestures have been both under- 
stated and fleeting, at least in the case of World War II; perhaps most re- 
vealingly, they have, as yet, evaded the difficult legacies of the decision to 
use nuclear weapons in the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

The ways in which American political leaders have dealt with—or 
rather, avoided dealing with—these events illustrates the resilience of the 
dualistic mode as an interpretation of the Second World War and as an ele- 
ment of American political culture more generally. Bush’s incredulity at 
the very suggestion that an apology for Hiroshima might be merited re- 
flects broad tendencies in official discourse. Hiroshima and Nagasaki have 
overwhelmingly been met with silence among U.S. presidents: since 1945, 
“Hiroshima” has been mentioned only 21 times in a public address by a 
sitting president; “Nagasaki” has been mentioned only seven times.” On 
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those rare occasions when presidents have addressed these events, they 
have assiduously relied upon a grammar of exculpation, most commonly 
deflecting responsibility by referring to the bombings in the passive voice. 
Reagan’s address on the 40th anniversary of Hiroshima—the only presi- 
dential address commemorating the anniversary of either event in U.S. 
history to date—is emblematic. “We must never forget what nuclear weap- 
ons wrought upon Hiroshima and Nagasaki,” he said, as though the bombs 
themselves—and not the people who developed or deployed them—were 
the agents at work.” 

The public controversy that erupted in the mid-1990s over the pro- 
posed exhibition at the National Air and Space Museum featuring the 
Enola Gay—the B-29 bomber from which U.S. forces dropped the bomb on 
Hiroshima—revealed the enduring taboo on any robust effort to reevalu- 
ate Truman’s decision at the level of official memory. Indeed, even a plan 
to engage with the tremendous suffering that the bombings unleashed on 
the ground proved controversial. Among the proposals that generated dis- 
sent from veterans’ organizations were artifacts and photographs from a 
section titled “Ground Zero” that depicted the atomic blast and scenes 
from its aftermath.” When Clinton stepped in to arbitrate, he sided with 
the dissenting veterans. Citing his own conviction that “President Truman 
did the right thing,” Clinton explained: “I do not believe on the celebration 
of the end of the war and the service and the sacrifice of our people, that 
that is the appropriate time to be asking about or launching a major reex- 
amination of that issue.” 

Clinton thus worked to preserve the longstanding image of the United 
States as a redeemer nation, a beacon of civilization that stands over and 
against the darkness of the savage or barbaric forces that threaten human 
freedom.” And in fact, before nightfall on September 11, 2001, the very 
nomenclature that originally referred to those sites of U.S. perpetration in 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki—“ground zero”—had been appropriated as an 
emblem for American innocence and victimhood. After 9/11, the term 
quickly came to refer to the site in lower Manhattan where the Twin 
Towers once stood. Now commonly rendered as a proper noun—“Ground 
Zero’ —this usage further obscures the difficult memory of American per- 
petration, and reinscribes the symbolic boundaries established in official 
interpretations of World War II. 

Resistance toward the politics of regret, then, has been striking in the 
U.S. case, no doubt aided by American economic and military power. Yet 
as Engelhardt, Schwartz, and others have observed, more ambiguous 
images of the American collectivity did indeed emerge in the postwar 
era. Amidst the social and cultural upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s, 
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public officials—prodded by the civil rights movement, incidents of racial 
and political violence, and vigorous public debates concerning the Amer- 
ican military involvement in Vietnam—grappled with injustices perpe- 
trated by the so-called redeemer nation, complicating the sharp symbolic 
binaries through which political leaders had long interpreted the nation’s 
history. Within this context, an alternate, tragic mode of political 
consolation—which has roots in Lincoln’s second inaugural address— 
became an increasingly resonant frame for coming to terms with collec- 
tive suffering in American political discourse. 
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CHAPTER 3 


American Tragedies 






oth popular and scholarly wisdom holds that Americans lack a sense 
of the tragic. An optimistic, and indeed even triumphalist, sense of 
history runs deep among the people who transformed the European jer- 
emiad into a hopeful genre; in the American political imagination, suf- 
fering has habitually been understood as a harbinger of future triumph. 
Yet as I noted in chapter 2, the social, cultural, and intellectual condi- 
tions of our own epoch—the declining legitimacy of the nation-state and 
the increasing salience of narratives highlighting injustice and oppres- 
sion perpetrated by its elites, as well as growing skepticism toward the 
very possibility for collective meaning in and of itself—have made such 
heroic narratives considerably more difficult to sustain. The regretful un- 
dercurrent that destabilized the sharp symbolic boundaries between 
barbaric villains and beneficent victors during the 50th anniversary of 
Pearl Harbor is but one small window onto these developments. During 
the 1960s and 1970s, the American military involvement in Vietnam 
and the series of high-profile political assassinations that left the nation 
reeling would raise powerful challenges to the dualistic mode of political 
consolation. 

In the face of these challenges, engagement with the tragic has become 
a considerably more common response to collective suffering. This chapter 
considers such engagements and their impact on the consolation genre, 
identifying the threads that constitute an alternate, tragic mode of polit- 
ical consolation. My intention is not to identify a single watershed moment 
that divides a dualistic epoch from a tragic one. The tragic mode has a long 
history, with roots in Lincoln, especially his second inaugural.” Moreover, 
these competing modes continue to exist in tension, overlapping and at 
times intertwining in official interpretations of collective suffering even 


today; despite its relative ascendancy in the postwar era, the tragic mode 
remains the minor key in the consolation genre. Nonetheless, this chapter 
provides a window onto a broad historical shift in the conditions of 
meaning-making that has influenced American political consolation in 
significant ways. Before delving into the empirical material that illustrates 
this shift, however, it is worth a brief look at the meaning of the tragic and 
its connection to the existential matters at the heart of this book. 


THE TRAGIC MODE 


The history of tragedy begins with the Greeks, for whom it represented a 
dramatic genre. Aeschylus’s plays provide the earliest surviving window 
onto the tragic form, while Aristotle’s Poetics offers the foundation for 
theorizing the tragic. Greek tragedy inspired subsequent variants of tragic 
drama—Elizabethan tragedy is a familiar example—but it also gave way 
to philosophical reflection on the idea of the tragic in more general terms.’ 
Originating in German Romanticism, as Rita Felski explains, this philo- 
sophical approach gave the notion of the tragic “general theoretical sa- 
lience and metaphorical power as a prism through which to grasp the 
antinomies of the human condition.” Tragedy, then, is not only a literary 
category that describes a particular plot structure. It is also a broader phil- 
osophical category that captures a distinctive orientation to existential 
questions, and provides a lens for contemplating the causes of human suf- 
fering as well as the meaning of that suffering for both individual biogra- 
phy and collective life. “The central problem of tragedy,” literary critic T. R. 
Henn writes, “has always been the moral or religious problem of the place 
of evil and suffering in the world.” 

While the disappearance of the tragic form—the plot structure underpin- 
ning dramas penned by Aeschylus and Euripides, Seneca and Shakespeare— 
prompted theorists such as George Steiner to declare “the death of tragedy,” 
others have pointed to the enduring relevance of tragic themes and sensibili- 
ties in the modern world.® As Felski points out, “traditional tragedies are no 
longer being written,” yet “they are still being read, watched, performed, re- 
vised, and invoked”; she thus identifies “the persistence of a tragic mode in 
modernity” that bears the influence of its long genealogy yet also responds to 
the contemporary context.’ A mode, Felski explains, denotes “a selective 
group of features rather than a text’s overall defining structure,” transcend- 
ing the “prescriptive taxonomies” that define tragic dramas while also re- 
taining more specificity than colloquial uses of the tragic to refer to something 
“very sad.” Indeed, scholars across disciplines—including literary theory,’ 
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political theory,” anthropology,” and sociology'*—have recently revivified a 
robust discourse on the tragic, working to retheorize the concept in terms 
faithful to its history, yet also meaningful and useful in the modern moment. 
Many such efforts aim to identify not a transcendent and unchanging form 
or a strictly delimited plot structure, but “a combinatoire of overlapping fea- 
tures” or Wittgensteinian “family resemblances”'*—in sociological terms, 
ideal-typical features—and thus provide the basis for outlining the tragic 
mode of political consolation. 

The tragic mode offers a lens for contemplating human suffering that 
resonates powerfully with the broad cultural climate of the postwar era— 
increasingly regretful, apologetic, and open to contemplating the com- 
plex legacies of the past. At its core, the tragic mode rejects the progressive 
teleology and the sharp symbolic binaries that give life to dualism. Rather 
than projecting a triumphant future that will emerge inexorably out of 
past turmoil, David Scott suggests, the tragic mode offers instead “an 
agonic confrontation that holds out no necessary promise of rescue or 


reconciliation or redemption’™ 


—only reflection, introspection, and 
questioning.” Rejecting “modern dreams of progress and perfectibility,” 
Felski argues that the tragic mode confronts “the role of the incalculable 
and unforeseeable in human affairs,” recognizing “that individuals may 
act against their own interests and that the consequences of their actions 
may deviate disastrously from what they expected and hoped for.” 1° 

In doing so, it unsettles the fundamental moral contrasts through 
which dualistic discourse gives shape and meaning to human suffering. 
Within the tragic universe—where “reason and unreason, blindness and 
insight, innocence and guilt, are deeply interconnected” !’— even the best- 
intentioned actors may find themselves complicit in causing or exacerbat- 
ing human suffering. Moral ambiguity, not moral absolutism, is the order 
of the day. Binary distinctions between good and evil crumble; the bound- 
aries between civilization and savagery collapse, too, as heroes confront 
their own flaws and missteps and villains are recognized as human; clear 
ethical prescriptions and moral judgments give way to protracted contem- 
plation on the causes of human misfortune and the wisdom that might be 
derived from calamity and suffering. As Terry Eagleton puts it, tragedy 
“matters to modernity” precisely “as a theodicy, a metaphysical human- 
ism, a critique of Enlightenment, a displaced form of religion or political 
nostalgia.”'® The tragic mode, then, provides a vehicle for contemplating 
existential questions outside progressive teleologies, whether they are 
animated by providence, modernity, or both. 

Because it unsettles the binary oppositions that are so often the life- 
blood of democratic culture,” tragedy has long been a wellspring 


[70] The Politics of Consolation 


for political critique.”° In ancient Athens, performances of tragic dramas 
followed immediately on the heels of civic ceremonies that reaffirmed the 
values of the state and, remarkably, proceeded to expose the “flaws and 
contradictions” in state ideology.” Tragic dramas, that is, “again and again 
[took] key terms of the normative and evaluative vocabulary of civic dis- 
course, and depict[ed] conflicts and ambiguities in their meanings and 
use.”*? Today, the tragic mode—with its openness to self-examination and 
self-reflection—similarly serves as a source of internal critique. What fac- 
tors within the collectivity might have contributed to calamity? What 
wisdom can be derived from the confrontation with human suffering and 
loss? Such questions were the driving force behind Lincoln’s second inau- 
gural, and the tragic mode of political consolation continues to engage 
them publicly. 


INTERPRETING POLITICAL ASSASSINATION 


In the 1860s, the disparity between the foundational American principle 
that “all men are created equal” and the institution of slavery eventually 
gave way to Lincoln’s tragic interpretation of the Civil War. Slavery was a 
national sin; death and suffering on both sides became atonement rather 
than noble sacrifice. Into the twentieth century, the institution that Lin- 
coln had described as a national sin cast a long shadow. In the 1960s, a 
full century after Lincoln, violence and turmoil within the United States 
once again drew attention to the vast disparity between the nation’s ideals 
and its practices. On April 4, 1968, the assassination of Martin Luther 
King, Jr.—the civil rights leader immersed in the continuing struggle for 
racial justice—would once again call forth public reflections from the na- 
tion’s leaders on the tragic dimensions of American life. 

The response to the King assassination, of course, can only be under- 
stood in the context of the tumultuous period now captured under the 
rubric of “the sixties.”*? King’s death was not the first violent incident of 
the decade that commanded national attention and called for consolation. 
In 1963, the assassination of President John F. Kennedy shocked Ameri- 
cans and occasioned widespread grief and mourning. Unsettling as it was, 
however, this violent event quickly assumed a place in familiar collective 
narratives: Kennedy, as I explained in chapter 1, became a “youthful Lin- 
coln,”** a national martyr who gave his life for a cause greater than him- 
self. The nation had suffered, but its identity remained intact.” Its pain 
was real, but citizens could find consolation in a familiar narrative. As 
Eyerman argues, five turbulent years later, King’s assassination at the 
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Lorraine Motel in Memphis called forth far deeper reflections on the 
meaning of these violent acts emerging from within the American body 
politic.”6 

When the news of King’s assassination broke, Senator Robert 
Kennedy—the younger brother of the martyred president—was on the 
road, campaigning for the Democratic presidential nomination. Among 
many Americans, Robert Kennedy’s candidacy had come to represent 
the nation’s finest hope for healing the wounds of a violent and polar- 
izing decade: for devising a way out of the war in Vietnam and restoring 
America’s moral stature in the international community, for engaging 
disaffected youth, and for bridging the enduring racial divides mani- 
fest in three summers of inner-city riots.” On the evening of April 4, 
Kennedy was scheduled to speak in a predominantly black neighbor- 
hood in Indianapolis. His remarks in Indianapolis would only augment 
the mythology surrounding his candidacy.” Having confirmed with 
aides that his audience had not yet heard the news of King’s assassina- 
tion, Kennedy asked that they lower their campaign signs and deliv- 
ered it himself. 

“I have some very sad news for all of you,” he said, “and, I think, sad 
news for all of our fellow citizens, and people who love peace all over 
the world; and that is that Martin Luther King was shot and was killed 
tonight in Memphis, Tennessee.” Screams erupted, but eventually, the 
crowd allowed Kennedy to continue. “Martin Luther King dedicated his 
life to love and to justice between fellow human beings,” Kennedy re- 
flected. “He died in the cause of that effort.”*° Only the night before, King 
had spoken publicly of his willingness to give his life in the struggle for 
racial justice, expressing hope that such a sacrifice, if rendered, would be 
redemptive.*' Kennedy offered reassurance that King’s life and death had 
meaning as part of this struggle, appealing to a longstanding discourse of 
national sacrifice. 

But Kennedy did not stop there. Instead, he went on to complicate the 
progressive national narrative that his opening lines had evoked. King’s 
assassination, he said, was an occasion for intensive reflection, for reex- 
amining the basic vision guiding the nation forward into the future: “in 
this difficult time for the United States, it’s perhaps well to ask what 
kind of a nation we are and what direction we want to move in.” Kennedy 
acknowledged the human impulse to seek revenge in the face of such vi- 
olence: “For those of you who are black—considering the evidence evi- 
dently is that there were white people who were responsible [for the 
assassination]—you can be filled with bitterness, and with hatred, anda 
desire for revenge.” Yet to indulge this impulse, meeting violence with 
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intensified hatred or with further violence, would be contrary to King’s 
vision and his legacy: 


We can move in that direction as a country, in greater polarization—black 
people amongst blacks, and white amongst whites, filled with hatred toward one 
another. Or we can make an effort, as Martin Luther King did, to understand, 
and to comprehend, and replace that violence, that stain of bloodshed that has 


spread across our land, with an effort to understand, compassion, and love. 


And thus Kennedy, who empathized with the pain and outrage of his on- 
lookers at the most intimate level, called for understanding: 


For those of you who are black and are tempted to . . . be filled with hatred and 
mistrust of the injustice of such an act, against all white people, I would only 
say that I can also feel in my own heart the same kind of feeling. I had a 
member of my family killed, but he was killed by a white man. But we have to 
make an effort in the United States. We have to make an effort to understand, 


to... go beyond these rather difficult times.*? 


This rare public glimpse into Kennedy’s private pain lent exceptional 
moral gravity to his words. 

Indeed, Kennedy had struggled mightily to come to terms with his 
brother’s death, and to reconcile the pain of the loss with his own religious 
faith.” Through his grief, he found solace in Greek tragedy.** As he spoke 
in Indianapolis, he directed his audience toward words that had brought 
meaning to his own inward struggle: “my favorite poet was Aeschylus,” he 
said. “And he once wrote: 


‘Even in our sleep, pain which cannot forget 
falls drop by drop upon the heart, 

until, in our own despair, 

against our will, 

comes wisdom 

through the awful grace of God.” 


Suffering, these words suggest, yields wisdom, yet that wisdom can only 
be grasped in retrospect. In the earliest moments of despair, meaning 
cannot yet be discerned, only contemplated. 

King’s death, then, was an occasion for contemplation, and for begin- 
ning or renewing the work of mutual comprehension. It was a time to 
break down binaries and boundaries, symbolic or otherwise, rather than 
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to reinforce them. “What we need in the United States is not division,” 
Kennedy said, “what we need in the United States is not hatred; what we 
need in the United States is not violence and lawlessness, but is love, and 
wisdom, and compassion toward one another, and a feeling of justice 
toward those who still suffer within our country, whether they be white or 
whether they be black.” Kennedy acknowledged the struggle that re- 
mained on the horizon, noting that present events did not mark the end 


» a 


of “violence,” “lawlessness,” or “disorder.”*’ This struggle, however, would 
not be a confrontation between opposing and irreconcilable forces of civi- 
lization and savagery. Instead, Kennedy called for an effort to tame hu- 
manity’s savage impulses—to diminish the darkness that existed within 
the nation and its citizens—in order to secure a future more peaceful than 
the past: “And let’s dedicate ourselves to what the Greeks wrote so many 
years ago: to tame the savageness of man and make gentle the life of this 
world.”*° Fallible humans would continue to struggle with savagery, but it 
would be their own, not that of some dehumanized enemy or “other.” Con- 
solation and critique came together as one. The crowd cheered. Riots broke 
out in urban landscapes across America, but not in Indianapolis.*° 

In accounting for Kennedy’s remarkable ability to connect with his pre- 
dominantly African American audience at such amoment, political theorist 
Robert Pirro points to a shared tragic sensibility, springing from disparate 
sources but nonetheless converging in a common understanding of this vio- 
lent event.*° As Cornel West argues, among the major “intellectual and ex- 
istential sources” shaping King’s own rhetoric and worldview were the 
American civil religion, the Gandhian approach to nonviolent social change, 
and the black church tradition.“ The latter, according to West, “was a com- 
munal response to an existential and political situation in which no penul- 
timate reasons suffice to make any kind of sense or give any type of meaning 
to the personal circumstances and collective condition of Afro-Americans,” 
and thus “put the pressing and urgent problem of evil—the utterly and un- 
deniably tragic character of life and history—at its center.” A master at 
hybridization, King emplotted his struggle using metaphors from Amer- 
ican civil religion—the struggle for racial justice became an Exodus; violent 
deaths became (potentially) redemptive sacrifices—while also rejecting its 
penchant for collective self-celebration.*? Filtered through this more tragic 
lens, “King’s America”—as Jonathan Rieder explains—“was less a redeemer 
nation than a nation in need of redemption.”“* Kennedy’s confrontation 
with the violence and inhumanity that sprung from within the American 
nation, his openness in publicly grappling with the ways that the self- 
proclaimed city upon a hill fell short of its moral and political ideals, thus 
resonated with themes from King’s own speechmaking. 
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The day after King’s death, Kennedy continued to interpret the 
event—and the escalating violence across the nation more generally—in 
the tragic mode. Speaking at the Cleveland City Club, Kennedy began: 
“This is a time of shame and sorrow.” He would offer consolation and 
hope, but not before taking a hard look at the complex causes of what he 
called the “mindless menace of violence in America.”® Invoking Lincoln, 
Kennedy depicted a nation gone astray. “Among free men,’ said Abra- 
ham Lincoln, ‘there can be no successful appeal from the ballot to the 
bullet; and those who take such appeal are sure to lose their cause and 
pay the costs.’ Yet we seemingly tolerate a rising level of violence that 
ignores our common humanity and our claims to civilization alike,” he 
said.“ Again, in contrast to the dualistic image of a struggle between 
civilization and savagery, humanity and inhumanity, Kennedy portrayed 
a people struggling with, and indeed in many ways succumbing to, its 
own violent and destructive impulses—impulses that undermined its 
most cherished ideals, the oft-repeated claim that America represented 
the pinnacle of civilization. Exhorting that “violence breeds violence,” 
Kennedy described the process by which Americans had come “to look at 
our brothers as aliens.” 


When you teach a man to hate and fear his brother, when you teach that he is 
a lesser man because of his color or his beliefs or the policies he pursues, when 
you teach that those who differ from you threaten your freedom or your job or 
your family, then you also learn to confront others not as fellow citizens but as 
enemies—to be met not with cooperation but with conquest, to be subjugated 


and mastered.*® 


Overcoming the “mindless menace of violence” would require Americans 
to dismantle the boundaries that separated erstwhile “enemies” and 
“others,” to “admit the vanity of our false distinctions among men,” and to 
remember “that those who live with us are our brothers.” 

Kennedy concluded with consoling words, again channeling Lincoln. 
But the Lincoln text he chose was not the Gettysburg Address, the text so 
often invoked to imbue his brother’s death with the sacred aura of re- 
demptive national sacrifice. He turned, instead, to the ur-text for the 
tragic mode of political consolation, the second inaugural, expressing 
hope for reconciliation in a nation once again torn asunder by internal vi- 
olence: “Surely we can learn, at least, to look at those around us as fellow 
men,” Kennedy said, “and surely we can begin to work a little harder to 
bind up the wounds among us and to become in our hearts brothers and 


countrymen once again.”°” 
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President Lyndon Johnson also addressed King’s death, first in a brief 
statement on the evening of April 4, then at greater length in an address 
to the nation the following day. Johnson’s credibility had eroded consider- 
ably, especially in light of the mounting controversy over the Vietnam 
War, and he had bowed out of the race for the Democratic presidential 
nomination just days before. His voice was therefore less powerful than it 
had once been. But he, too, incorporated tragic themes. On the night of 
the assassination, Johnson called for contemplation: “I hope that all 
Americans tonight will search their hearts as they ponder this most tragic 
incident,” he said.°' The next day, he spoke of a nation in mourning— 
weeping, he explained, “for a tragedy that denies the very meaning of our 
land.”** In Johnson’s interpretation, violence was more a disembodied 
force than a dark impulse emanating from within the collectivity: “If we 
are to have the America that we mean to have,” he said, “all men—of all 
races, all regions, all religions—must stand their ground to deny violence 
its victory.” This is an important difference, inviting unity against a 
common (albeit abstracted) foe rather than an examination of collective 
shortcomings. Johnson projected hope for King’s cause—“the quest for 
freedom” and “the vision of brotherhood” that King espoused. But actual- 
izing King’s vision would require continued struggle against these ab- 
stract forces. Johnson, too, borrowed from Lincoln: “Men who are 
white—men who are black—must and will now join together as never in 
the past to let all the forces of divisiveness know that America shall not be 
ruled by the bullet, but only by the ballot of free and of just men.”** 

Following his powerful performance in Indianapolis, Kennedy secured 
primary victories in Indiana, Nebraska, South Dakota, and California. On 
the night of June 4, 1968—the day that he secured victories in both South 
Dakota and California—Kennedy addressed supporters at the Ambassa- 
dor Hotel in Los Angeles. His remarks built upon “the myth .. . that his 
campaign was uniting every opposite,” that he was the one who could heal 
the nation’s wounds.*° “The vote in South Dakota—the most rural state— 
and in California—the most urban state—indicates we can end the divi- 
sion within the United States,” Kennedy declared.®® As he exited the hotel 
through a narrow kitchen corridor, shortly after midnight on June 5, the 
shots rang out. One day later, in the early morning hours of June 6, Ken- 
nedy’s spokesman, Frank Mankiewicz, announced the senator’s death.°’ 
The vibrant hopes surrounding his candidacy were extinguished. 

Less than five years after his brother’s violent death and only two short 
months after Martin Luther King’s death, Robert Kennedy’s assassination 
seemed to defy any effort at meaning-making.*® These crimes had no place 
in narratives of a morally righteous redeemer nation, city upon a hill and 


[76] The Politics of Consolation 


beacon to the world; the image of the fallen candidate, supported by 
17-year-old busboy Juan Romero, was not the image of freedom and de- 
mocracy. On the morning of June 5, Johnson’s press secretary, George 
Christian, issued a statement in the president’s name: “There are no words 
equal to the horror of this tragedy,” it said.*° 

Nevertheless, words were required. Even as doctors worked to spare Ken- 
nedy’s life, Johnson addressed the nation, speaking “not only as your Presi- 
dent, but as a fellow American who is shocked and dismayed, as you are, by 
the attempt on Senator Kennedy’s life, deeply disturbed, as I know you are, 
by lawlessness and violence in our country, of which this tragedy is the latest 
spectacular example.” Though he cautioned against the view “that our 
country itself is sick”—countering one of the media narratives that co- 
alesced after King’s death and intensified after Kennedy was shot—he none- 
theless raised questions that suggested otherwise: “What in the nature of 
our people and the environment of our society makes possible such murder 
and such violence?” He announced the appointment of a commission to 
address such questions, to examine the “tragic phenomenon” of “violence 
and assassination” in the United States.®’ Through this effort, Johnson ex- 
plained, “we hope to learn why we inflict such suffering on ourselves.”® The 
time had come for an officially sanctioned form of self-examination. 

During Kennedy’s funeral, themes from the senator’s own most memo- 
rable speechmaking reverberated, as did Lincoln’s meditations on the 
tragedy of the Civil War. In a eulogy for his brother, Senator Edward Ken- 
nedy read from Robert Kennedy’s speech delivered during the 1966 Day 
of Affirmation in South Africa. Like the words of consolation Robert 
Kennedy had offered his fellow citizens two months before his death, this 
earlier speech reflected on the sources of human misery in the tragic 
mode. Robert Kennedy portrayed human beings as complex composites of 
good and evil, virtue and vice, while also calling upon his listeners to 
strive, as much as possible, to “bind up the wounds” inflicted by oppres- 
sion and inequality in its various forms. 


There is discrimination in this world and slavery and slaughter and starvation. 
Governments repress their people. Millions are trapped in poverty, while the 


nation grows rich and wealth is lavished on armaments everywhere. 


These are differing evils, but they are the common works of man. They reflect 
the imperfection of human justice, the inadequacy of human compassion, our 


lack of sensibility towards the suffering of our fellows. 


But we can perhaps remember, even if only for a time, that those who live with 


us are our brothers, that they share with us the same short moment of life, 
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that they seek as we do nothing but the chance to live out their lives in purpose 


and happiness, winning what satisfaction and fulfillment they can. 


Surely this bond of common faith, this bond of common goals, can begin to 
teach us something. Surely we can learn at least to look at those around us as 
fellow men. And surely we can begin to work a little harder to bind up the 
wounds among us and to become in our own hearts brothers and countrymen 


once again.** 


Here, too, Robert Kennedy’s words poignantly juxtaposed a keen aware- 
ness of human fallibility with a potent sense of hope. We may remember 
our common humanity only for a time, but in doing so, we might heal the 
wounds inflicted by the preceding violence, and learn to live better 
together. 


CONSOLATION AND DEFEAT: THE VIETNAM WAR 


Much as these assassinations threatened American collective identity and 
unleashed profound existential struggles, the U.S. military involvement 
in Vietnam posed even more powerful challenges for political consolation. 
As American soldiers fought and died, and as veterans returned home 
bearing horrific physical and psychological wounds, the citizenry engaged 
in divisive debates over the war’s meaning and purpose. After the fall of 
Saigon in 1975, Americans remained unable to agree on the cause for 
which they had been fighting, let alone whether it was noble and just. How 
were Americans to come to terms with over 58,000 lives lost, and count- 
less more forever scarred, in the face of a lost war whose meaning re- 
mained elusive? In the beginning, John Hellman argues, “Americans 
generally saw themselves entering yet another frontier, once again ‘west- 
ern pilgrims’ on a mission of protection and progress.”® But ultimately, as 
Engelhardt aptly summarizes: “There was no American narrative form 
that could long have contained the story of a slow-motion defeat inflicted 
by a nonwhite people in a frontier war in which the statistics of American 
victory seemed everywhere evident.” 

Even at the level of official politics, the interpretive response to Vi- 
etnam has been complex, varied, and at times internally contradictory. 
John F. Kennedy’s “new frontier” rhetoric opened the way for the United 
States to “regenerate its traditional virtues while serving future progress,” 
and the Green Berets—the Special Forces in which JFK demonstrated par- 


ticular interest—“symbolized the rededication to the American errand.”®’ 
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As the U.S. involvement in Vietnam escalated throughout the 1960s, Pres- 
ident Johnson invoked Thomas Paine, Abraham Lincoln, and Franklin 
Roosevelt, and generally offered consolation in the dualistic mode. This 
time, the confrontation between “liberty” and “tyranny” took shape as a 
struggle against communism; not only Vietnam, but also all of Southeast 
Asia, was at stake, posing another grave threat to freedom and demanding 
another valiant struggle to protect it. Yet as a steady stream of public cri- 
tique unsettled this soaring narrative, politicians increasingly grappled 
with questions of meaning, and the task of consolation, in the tragic 
mode. Eventually, the tension between these competing modes of conso- 
lation would be set in stone, articulated in the Vietnam Veterans Memo- 
rial on the national mall. 


The War Years 


Johnson's early efforts to give shape to the conflict, and to justify the 
losses it would bring, resonated clearly with Roosevelt’s World War II 
speechmaking. In a Christmas message to Americans in Vietnam, issued 
on December 23, 1964, Johnson articulated the familiar claim that the 
nation’s good fortune entailed profound global responsibilities: “You are 
in Viet-Nam, far from the places and people you love, because the forces 
that have given our Nation strength and wealth have also placed upon it 
the burden of defending freedom.”® In shouldering this burden, Amer- 
ican soldiers joined a storied lineage: “We Americans celebrate this holy 
season in liberty because our forebears had the courage, the determina- 
tion, the will to sacrifice, that was equal to the challenges before them. 
Future generations in many lands will spend Christmas days in freedom 
because there are men everywhere who are equal to this grim challenge in 
our time.”®? With deaths to mourn and more losses on the horizon, John- 
son offered reassurance that, painful as it might be, the soldiers’ suffering 
stood firmly within the cause of freedom. 

Johnson would reiterate this narrative as he sought to offer consola- 
tion to an increasingly divided national public in the years to come. In his 
January 1966 State of the Union address, he acknowledged that “tonight, 
as so many nights before, young Americans struggle and young Americans 
die in a distant land.” But he once again identified their cause as worthy: 
“We fight for the principle of self-determination—that the people of 
South Vietnam should be able to choose their own course, choose it in free 
elections without violence, without terror, and without fear.””° The basic 
binary between freedom and fear, liberty and repression that was 


AMERICAN TRAGEDIES [79] 


so pervasive in Roosevelt’s speechmaking also gave shape to this new 
struggle and brought meaning to the American lives lost in it. Johnson 
expressed sadness at “young men dying in the fullness of their promise,” 
and reflected on the gravity of his responsibility as commander-in-chief, 
sending them into the line of fire.” Yet his commitment to the cause, and 
his conviction that the nation’s current course of action was the right one, 
was unwavering: “as long as others will challenge America’s security and 
test the clearness of our beliefs with fire and steel, then we must stand or 
see the promise of two centuries tremble.””” 

Indeed, according to Johnson, faltering in the cause would not only un- 
dermine the sacrifices already rendered in Vietnam, but also the sacrifices 
rendered in the confrontations between freedom and tyranny that pre- 
ceded it. “Americans will be fighting and dying in Vietnam this Memorial 
Day,” Johnson acknowledged in a 1966 Memorial Day proclamation. 
“Their sacrifice is part of an ancient legacy that begins with man’s first act 
of transcendent courage, and that contains all that is noble and selfless in 
human character. Our own liberty was won in a struggle against tyranny. 
In two world wars and in Korea, brave Americans and their allies gave 
their lives that men might live and prosper in freedom. We shall not for- 
sake their sacrifice.”’? To surrender would be to betray the trust of the 
“brave Americans” whose sacrifices in wars past had earned them a cher- 
ished place in the community of memory, dating all the way back to the 
original “struggle against tyranny” that gave birth to the American nation. 

Like Roosevelt before him, Johnson turned regularly to the civil scrip- 
tures. In his 1967 State of the Union, Johnson recovered words from the 
founding moment to make sense of the present, quoting Thomas Paine: 


We... know that this Nation was not forged and did not survive and grow and 


prosper without a great deal of sacrifice from a great many men. 


For all the disorders that we must deal with, and all the frustrations that con- 
cern us, and all the anxieties that we are called upon to resolve, for all the 
issues we must face with the agony that attends them, let us remember that 
“those who expect to reap the blessings of freedom must, like men, undergo 


the fatigues of supporting it.”... 
Let us remember that we have been tested before and America has never been 


found wanting.” 


This trial, like those that preceded it, would culminate in victory. 
At the Presidential Prayer Breakfast in February 1968, Johnson reme- 
diated Roosevelt explicitly. Quoting from Roosevelt’s June 14, 1942, radio 
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address, Johnson sought to bind together events separated by a quarter of 
a century: 


It was in 1942—when we were challenged in both oceans—at a season when 
the winds of the world blew harsh and the dawn of a brighter day seemed very 
far away, Franklin Delano Roosevelt offered to this Nation these words and I 
repeat them in these times now: “God of the free, we pledge our hearts and 
lives today to the cause of all free mankind... . Grant us a common faith that 
man shall know bread and peace, that he shall know justice and righteousness, 
freedom and security, and an equal chance to do his best, not only in our own 


lands, but throughout the world.””° 


Even as he expressed humility, Johnson suggested that righteousness 
would give way to triumph in the end: “What we pray for with all our 
hearts is an end to war and tyranny. . . . We are fighting now—as we fought 
25 years ago—to prevent any further expansion of totalitarian coercion 
over the souls of men,” he said. “We do all of this with a very deep sense of 
humility—recognizing our own fallibilities and errors—but with an 
equally strong belief that the cause of humanity cannot be permitted to 
lose by default. We can never be so arrogant as to claim God’s special 
blessing for America, but we can express the hope that in His eyes we have 
at least tried to help make possible a new vitality of the human conscience 
... throughout all the world.””® 

Johnson’s expression of humility came in the midst of vigorous public 
criticism that had, by 1968, reached a fever pitch. As early as 1963, Bob 
Dylan’s “With God on Our Side” had portrayed the assumption that Amer- 
ican causes enjoyed providential favor as self-righteous and naive, though 
at the time it made no explicit mention of Vietnam.” As the sixties wore 
on, ironic and tragic renderings of the war became increasingly pervasive 
in popular culture. At Woodstock in August 1969, Jimi Hendrix’s ironic 
reinterpretation of “The Star-Spangled Banner” offered a wordless but 
eviscerating critique of the nation celebrated in the anthem; Country Joe 
McDonald—himself a Navy veteran—performed his “I-Feel-Like-I’m- 
Fixin’-To-Die Rag,” which undercut the very possibility for political conso- 
lation.’8 Indeed, in the cultural climate of the sixties, protesters and critics 
reversed the very binaries that Johnson invoked to give shape to the war. 
Engaging in what Philip Smith terms “inversion’—“retaining institution- 
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alized discourses but switching their empirical referents 
effectively flipped the dualistic script, placing the United States on the 
opposite site of the ledger. America was evil, violent, and tyrannous; 


America was inhumane. 
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Among the most memorable critiques came from Martin Luther King. 
In an April 4, 1967, sermon at Riverside Church in New York City, King 
fused his critique of racial injustice at home with a critique of the violence 
and domination that the United States perpetrated abroad. U.S. leaders 
claimed to be protecting and extending the nation’s abiding commitment 
to freedom, yet in doing so, the nation sent young black men “eight thou- 
sand miles away to guarantee liberties in Southeast Asia which they 
had not found in southwest Georgia and East Harlem.” In truth, however, 
America had not really brought freedom at all. The Vietnamese people, 
King reflected, “must see Americans as strange liberators.” In King’s inter- 
pretation, the Americans who claimed to be torchbearers for freedom and 
democracy had instead become violent oppressors and indeed the worst 
kind of villains: 


What do the peasants think as we ally ourselves with the landlords and as we 
refuse to put any action into our many words concerning land reform? What 
do they think as we test out our latest weapons on them, just as the Germans 
tested out new medicine and new tortures in the concentration camps of 
Europe? Where are the roots of the independent Vietnam we claim to be 
building? 


Far from continuing the quest for freedom that the Allies pursued during 
World War II, according to King, the United States had done the opposite— 
it had become like the Nazis. He quoted an unnamed Vietnamese Buddhist 
leader as suggesting that the longstanding American script had been 
inverted irreversibly: “The image of America will never again be the image 
of revolution, freedom, and democracy, but the image of violence and mili- 
tarism.” King himself still harbored hope, though tentative, for a better 
outcome. “The world now demands a maturity of America that we may not 
be able to achieve,” he said, calling on Americans to “see the enemy’s point 
of view, to hear his questions, to know his assessment of ourselves.” For 
King, the war was a national sin that required atonement: “In order to 
atone for our sins and errors in Vietnam, we should take the initiative in 
bringing a halt to this tragic war.” Quoting the poet James Russell Lowell, 
King depicted an America that had come to embody the evil it claimed to 
oppose, while also suggesting there was still time to shift course: 


Once to every man and nation comes a moment to decide, 

In the strife of Truth and Falsehood, for the good or evil side; 

Some great cause, God’s new Messiah offering each the bloom or blight, 
And the choice goes by forever ’twixt that darkness and that light.*° 
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Among the many factors that create obstacles for state leaders to admit 
mistakes at war is the very task that is the core subject of this book: the 
task of consolation. Soldiers enter battle with the promise of symbolic 
immortality in a triumphant nation, a nation that—thanks to their 
sacrifice—will continue to flourish, and to move progressively forward, 
coming ever more to embody the ideals for which they might be called 
upon to give their lives. Johnson’s words on Memorial Day in 1966 laid 
bare this assumption, suggesting that an admission of error would pose 
not just a political threat, but an existential threat, undermining the 
meanings ascribed to the events that had come before. 

In the 1968 presidential primary, however, Johnson’s challengers of- 
fered new narratives. On the very first stop of his campaign, Robert Ken- 
nedy reinterpreted the Vietnam War in the tragic mode, calling for a 
change of course while at the same time addressing the existential ques- 
tions that such a change would so powerfully raise. The speech took place 
on March 18 at Kansas State University, as part of the Alfred M. Landon 
Lectures on Public Issues. Kennedy argued that the moment of national 
crisis—of “questioning and uncertainty at home, divisive war abroad”— 
was a time for engaging in reflections that cut to the heart of national 
identity.*' The year 1968 was “a year when we choose not simply who will 
lead us, but where we wish to be led,” by taking stock of both the present, 
“the country we want for ourselves,” as well as the future that would be 
built upon it—“the kind [of country] we want for our children.”* 

Kennedy’s divergence with Johnson on the issue of Vietnam was the 
motivating force behind his campaign, and his speech criticized the John- 
son administration for steadily escalating the American military presence 
in Vietnam. Time and again, Kennedy said, the administration had as- 
sured the public “that this one last step would bring victory.” Before he 
criticized the president’s policies, however, he acknowledged his own cul- 
pability, casting his past decisions in a tragic light. 


I was involved in many of the early decisions on Vietnam, decisions that 
helped set us on our present path. It may be that the effort was doomed from 
the start. ... If that is the case, as it well may be, then I am willing to bear 
my share of the responsibility, before history and before my fellow citizens. 
But past error is no excuse for its own perpetuation. Tragedy is a tool for the 
living to gain wisdom, not a guide by which to live. Now as ever, we do our- 
selves best justice when we measure ourselves against ancient tests, as in 
the Antigone of Sophocles: “All men make mistakes, but a good man yields 
when he knows his course is wrong, and repairs the evil. The only sin is 
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pride. 
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Interpreting Vietnam in the tragic mode gave Kennedy a frame for justify- 
ing a change of course while still giving past events a meaningful place in 
a collective narrative. Kennedy argued that human events yield wisdom 
only in retrospect, and in the tragic view, some measure of human error is 
perhaps unavoidable: we choose with imperfect understanding, and often 
among irreconcilable goods. In fact, the course we believed to be good and 
right may turn out to generate its own unanticipated evils. While tragic 
dramas generally culminate in the hero’s demise, social actors—who may 
become aware of their own hubris in a way that fictional protagonists are 
not—have the capacity to redirect the flow of events, to avert the final ca- 
tastrophe. Kennedy thus suggested that they may interrupt the unfolding 
of an archetypal tragic plot by engaging in the kind of self-examination 
that tragic dramatists sought to facilitate among their audiences.®° 

Kennedy’s tragic interpretation of Vietnam was not a full-fledged in- 
version of the dualistic script. He acknowledged American errors and even 
atrocities, complicating the “redeemer nation” image, but he also spoke of 
the nation’s virtues. And he spoke openly of the enemy’s cruelty: “The Viet 
Cong are a brutal enemy indeed. Time and time again, they have shown 
their willingness to sacrifice innocent civilians, to engage in torture and 
murder and despicable terror to achieve their ends. . . . There can be no 
easy moral answer to this war, no one-sided condemnation of American 
actions.” As such, Kennedy prepared for an ambiguous outcome: “at a real 
negotiating table,” he said, “there can be no ‘victory’ for either side; only a 
painful and difficult compromise.” But—recalling Lincoln’s depiction of 
the Civil War as a tragedy that neither side truly wanted—Kennedy argued 
that Vietnam “can be ended, in a peace of brave men who have fought each 
other with a terrible fury, each believing he and he alone was in the right. 
We have prayed to different gods, and the prayers of neither have been 
answered fully. Now, while there is still time for some of them to be partly 
answered, now is the time to stop.” There would be no total victory, but 
some of America’s hopes might still be brought to fruition. Yet only an 
admission of error, followed by a change of course, would restore the 
nation as the moral exemplar it had long aspired to be. “Our country is in 
danger,” Kennedy said, and “not just from foreign enemies; but above all, 
from our own misguided policies—and what they can do to the nation 
that Thomas Jefferson once told us was the last, best, hope of man.”®° 

Of course, an RFK presidency—and the tragic mode of interpretation 
and consolation that might have accompanied it—was not to be. Johnson's 
eventual successor, Richard Nixon, also promised change in Vietnam, 
pledging to secure an “honorable peace” by withdrawing American combat 
troops and training the South Vietnamese to assume their responsibilities. 
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In his first inaugural, Nixon spoke of “the title of peacemaker” as “[t]he 
greatest honor history can bestow,” and suggested that this very honor 
“now beckons America.”®’ Citing a national “crisis of the spirit,” Nixon 
summoned Lincoln’s image, inviting Americans to embrace “the better 
angels of our nature.”®® Yet through the news of the My Lai massacre and 
the controversial bombings of Cambodia, the “slow-motion defeat”®—and 
the widespread disillusionment that accompanied it—only continued. On 
January 23, 1973, Nixon announced “an agreement to end the war and,” as 
he had promised, “bring peace with honor.”™ He called for pride in the 
young Americans who served “in one of the most selfless enterprises in the 
history of nations,” and for “those who sacrificed, who gave their lives so 
that the people of South Vietnam might live in freedom and so that the 
world might live in peace.”*! After the withdrawal of U.S. troops, however, 
the ceasefire was fleeting, and for many Americans, the events that fol- 
lowed brought continued shame. When the last U.S. personnel were evacu- 
ated from Saigon in April 1975, Nixon’s successor, Gerald Ford, simply 
called on Americans “to close ranks, to avoid recrimination about the past, 
to look ahead to the many goals we share.”** 


Commemorating Vietnam 


Of course, 58,000 deaths, and the long years of national discord that ac- 
companied them, could not simply be consigned to the past. The “collec- 
tive amnesia’® of the postwar period ultimately gave way as the narrative 
contradictions pressed in. How could Americans sustain that cherished 
myth of “regeneration through violence’—and the conviction that their 
heroic warriors, no matter the obstacles in their path, would inevitably 
emerge victorious—in the aftermath of Vietnam?** If Americans had 
always achieved victory because they took up arms only when their cause 
was morally righteous—with God on their side—what did it mean that 
the nation had now met with defeat on the field of battle? Such questions 
not only threatened the nation’s self-image, but also the very ability to 
provide existential meaning that Anderson identified at the core of 
nationhood. 

Ultimately, Vietnam veterans—whose individual biographies were now 
inextricably bound up with national narratives—brought about a reckoning 
with the war and its meaning at the level of official memory. In May 1979, 
Jan Scruggs—himself a wounded veteran—initiated the process that cul- 
minated in the Vietnam Veterans Memorial on the national mall.*° Offi- 
cially, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund stipulated that the memorial 
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would remain silent on the political significance of the war: “The Memorial 
will make no political statement regarding the war or its conduct. It will 
transcend those issues.”*° Indeed, this commitment is embodied in the very 
nomenclature that identifies the memorial: as Patrick Hagopian points out, 
it is the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, not the Vietnam War Memorial.®’ 
From its inception, then, the memorial was understood as a venue for paying 
tribute to the individual soldier while remaining silent on larger questions 
of the wars meaning and purpose: “Honor the soldier, not the cause” was 
the memorial’s “original framing rule.”** Yet questions concerning the 
meaning of the losses commemorated would inevitably reverberate through- 
out the process of designing, constructing, and dedicating the memorial. 

How could a memorial honor the fallen without glorifying the cause 
they served? Maya Lin’s winning design addressed this powerful commem- 
orative dilemma by inscribing the names of the American soldiers who per- 
ished in Vietnam on black granite walls, representing massive loss without 
identifying its meaning. The names, listed in the order in which the sol- 
diers died and making no reference to rank, take the place of the heroic 
symbolism that typically defines war memorials.®” Its intention, as Lin ex- 
plained, was to foster introspection: “What people see or don’t see is their 
own projection.”!” The V-shaped design cuts into the landscape, carving 
out a space for visitors to contemplate what they encounter therein. 

In the very act of acknowledging the fallen, listing row after row of 
names, the memorial opens the questions that define the consolation 
genre. How are visitors to make sense of these names, the long list of lives 
extinguished? But it opts, as Peter Ehrenhaus puts it, for “silence,” and 
thus “places both the burden and the freedom upon us to discover what 
these past events mean, whether these deaths do have meaning, what 
virtue is to be found in sacrifice, and what our own relationship should be 
to our political institutions.” It is, in other words, a place that acknowl- 
edges the human impulse to seek meaning, to engage the existential mat- 
ters that the war so clearly raised, without offering specific answers to the 
questions raised by its representation of overwhelming national loss. 
Even in the face of the memorial’s ambiguity, however, the events sur- 
rounding its dedication prompted public figures to give narrative shape to 
Vietnam memory—or, at the very least, to reflect aloud on the difficulties 
surrounding this task. As they confronted the memory of the 58,000 
dead, the task of consolation was pivotal. 

Like the Vietnam Veterans Memorial itself, the official speechmak- 
ing surrounding the dedication embodied the contradictions, ambiva- 
lence, and deep disagreement surrounding the conflict it commemorated. 
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So, too, did the rituals that filled the weeklong salute to Vietnam veter- 
ans preceding the dedication. These rituals included, for instance, a 
parade dotted with American flags as well as a somber 56-hour candle- 
light vigil at the National Cathedral in which each fallen soldier’s name 
was read aloud.” During his remarks at the dedication ceremony on 
November 13, 1982, Everett Alvarez, Jr.—the deputy director of the 
Veterans Administration, and also a Vietnam veteran who had spent 
over eight years in captivity as a prisoner of war—reflected openly on 
the challenge of memorializing Vietnam. “Many Americans today still 
have a difficult time in dealing with that war—with its effect on our so- 
ciety and with the legacy of those of us sent to fight it,” he said. “But no 
one can debate the service and sacrifice of those who fell while serv- 
ing.” Alvarez thus reiterated the charge to honor the soldier even 
amidst the controversies surrounding his or her cause. The memorial, 
Alvarez suggested, would be a place that fostered reflection on matters 
of conscience and on the questions surrounding Americans’ collective 
responsibilities: 


No one can doubt that the Vietnam Veterans Memorial will be an eternal 
touchstone for the conscience of this nation. It will tell us as no words can of 
the awesome responsibility that we have as members of a free and a dedicated 
society. This memorial is a tribute to all who served in Southeast Asia. It viv- 
idly enshrines the memory of those who did not return, and it symbolizes the 
heroic, unselfish acceptance of duty by the millions of Americans who went 
there. The words that we speak today are a vivid contrast to the eternal silence 
of this memorial. That silence, inspired by the reverence and the respect for 
those who died and those who served, is in and of itself a tribute. There was a 
time long ago when words would have mattered more. But at this place, for all 


time, it is our hearts that speak.1™ 


Even as Alvarez hailed soldiers’ heroism, the vocabulary he deployed to 
describe their service underscored a certain passivity: they were “sent to 
fight,” and in doing so they exhibited “unselfish acceptance of duty.” This 
language allows a separation between a soldier’s sense of duty and his or 
her other moral and political convictions—a notable contrast to the agen- 
tic images of soldiers fighting for freedom that typically pervade Amer- 
ican political speechmaking. 

Senator John Warner, a Virginia Republican who delivered the key- 
note address, stayed closer to canonical vocabularies of political consola- 
tion, gesturing toward the national symbolism contained on the mall in 
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an effort to connect Vietnam with more glorious moments in the na- 
tional past: 


these names shall forever be embraced—to our right, by our first president, 
George Washington, and to our left, by Abraham Lincoln. Indeed, this will 
always be one of the most hallowed pieces of ground in America. Some may 
realize that just beyond that hill, there is nearing completion a monument to 
the 56 signers of the Declaration of Independence. They, too, made sacrifices. 
But let us also remember that the Vietnam veterans made sacrifices no less in 


the cause of freedom.?” 


At the same time, however, Warner subtly engaged the moral quandaries 
that the memory of Vietnam inevitably called forth. Warner described the 


memorial as:1°° 


a symbol of everlasting hope—hope that the human sacrifice of the service 
men and women and their families will serve as a check and a balance far 
greater than any laws passed by Congress . . . and impress on future and 
present leaders of America to pursue every possible solution before commit- 
ting Americans to battle. The hope that if this nation ever again must respond 
to the call to defend freedom, that those at home will realize that victory can 


only be achieved if we support and follow those we send to fight.1°” 


Even Warner’s more heroic discourse, then—discourse that overtly as- 
serted the cause of freedom—laid bare the symbolic and existential chal- 
lenges Vietnam posed. 

The week’s events concluded with a service at the National Cathedral 
in Washington, D.C., where the Reverend Theodore H. Evans, Jr.—a Vi- 
etnam veteran—provided remarks. Evans grappled centrally with the 
meaning of suffering and loss, the existential questions and anxieties 
that the war's carnage raised. In the process, he thematized his own am- 
bivalence vis-a-vis traditional war narratives, approaching Vietnam in 
the tragic mode. 

Evans began by recalling a service he attended about 20 years prior, on 
Remembrance Sunday, in a church used by the Anglican-Episcopal Con- 
gregation of Saigon. 


I remember feeling in that service a sense of terrible ambivalence: the ambiva- 
lence of remembering the dead (especially on the anniversary of the war that 
was supposed to be the war to end war) at a time and in a place where another 


war was beginning. I remember the feeling of ambivalence in honoring people 
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who had made sacrifices for their countries, their convictions, and their friends 
while wondering how it could have happened that such terrible sacrifices 
became necessary. And I remember wondering who it was we were supposed to 
be remembering. Was it only soldiers? Was it only those on “our side”? Was it 


everyone whose life was lost or broken or disrupted by a century of wars? 


Now it is twenty years later and those questions and feelings of ambivalence 
remain for me and they are harder to bear because there are so many thou- 
sands more to remember; all those thousands named and thousands more un- 


named and the families that go with each one. 


Evans overtly questioned, and thereby unsettled, received tropes central 
to the consolation genre. As the canonical narrative has it, war deaths 
take on distinctive, indeed even transcendent, meaning because they are 
sacrifices in a cause: they are motivated by conviction, by love of one’s 
nation and the ideals for which it stands. But what—Evans asked at the 
climactic conclusion of a week honoring veterans—made those sacrifices 
necessary? He did not provide an answer, at least not an explicit one. 
Moreover, Evans called attention to the far wider carnage and devastation 
that wars leave in their wake: it was not only soldiers whose lives were 
ended or damaged, sometimes irreparably; it was not only Americans and 
their allies who suffered and died. For Evans—and presumably for many 
of those in his audience—Vietnam made these questions even more diffi- 
cult, occurring, as it did, in an era well beyond the “war to end war” origi- 
nally commemorated on Remembrance Sunday. 

After giving voice to his ambivalence, and articulating his struggle to 
come to terms with war's loss and suffering, Evans encouraged his audi- 
ence to remember Vietnam in all its complexity. It was in doing so, he sug- 
gested, that Americans might tackle the difficult task of narrativizing a 
tragic moment in the national past. 


Remembering is hard work. It means reliving the pain, the alienation, the 
debate. It means recalling the dehumanization that is always, tragically, a part 
of war; when enemies turn each other into something less than human so that 
they can be treated as less than human. Remembering Vietnam means some- 
thing similar to what it may mean for a person who has had some terrible 
childhood experience that restricts his or her growth. It has to be remembered 
if she or he is to be whole. For us at this time in our history it means that we 
have to pull a painful memory from the recesses of our collective memories, 
look at it, understand it, and begin to reconcile it as an important and tragic 


part of our national life, but one with power to heal and make us whole again. 
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In line with his broadly tragic view of the conflict, Evans suggested that 
assimilating Vietnam into a national narrative would require dismantling 
the very binaries that enable enemies to transform one another into 
something less than human. 

Evans ultimately turned to religious language as a source for guidance 
and meaning. But his words diverged sharply from more familiar uses of 
biblical imagery in official national ceremonies. Biblical stories, he argued, 
unsettle the binaries of good and evil that enable war while at the same 
time offering a transcendent source of hope: 


That is why we read the Bible, to remember the old stories, to relive them in our 
own ways, to recognize ourselves in them, and to discover in ourselves that 
mixture of good and evil, that we know ourselves to be; people with moments 
of glory and heroism, and people with moments of horrendous cruelty and 
stupidity. But in all the stories there is an affirmation that while we remember, 
there is also a God who remembers us, who loves us, who takes and judges our 


worst and brings it to life. 


Though it drew from the familiar repertoire of Christian symbolism, then, 
Evans’ religious imagery departed from the portrait of America as a re- 
deemer nation. Instead, he suggested that the Bible offers a tragic view of 
humanity—a humanity that is a complex mélange of good and evil. Re- 
calling war deaths through this tragic lens, he suggested, might yield 
peace in the long term: “Isn’t it also possible in our remembering of so 
many sacrifices and so many losses of our most precious resources, the 
youth of our nation, that we will find other ways of solving problems and 
resolving differences instead of war?”'°® 

Though compelling to many, the memorial dedicated in 1982 also gen- 
erated significant criticism from veterans who agitated for heroic symbol- 
ism of the sort that typically defines war memorials.‘ Their outcry 
culminated in the addition of an American flag and a realist statue of three 
male soldiers—one white, one black, and one Hispanic—which was un- 
veiled two years later. With this addition, the memorial came to 
represent “a kind of coincidentia oppositorum” that “brings . . . opposed 
meanings together without resolving them.”'! President Reagan delivered 
remarks at the dedication of the statue on Veterans Day in 1984. Like the 
statue itself, Reagan’s words embodied a more traditional approach to po- 
litical consolation. “The men and women of Vietnam fought for freedom in 
a place where liberty was in danger,” Reagan said. “They put their lives in 
danger to help a people in a land far away from their own. Many sacrificed 
their lives in the name of duty, honor, and country. All were patriots who 
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lit the world with their fidelity and courage.” ™? Yet he, too, acknowledged 
the “great moral and philosophical disagreements about the rightness of 
the war,” and indeed suggested that “we cannot forget them because there 
is no wisdom to be gained in forgetting,” 

In the end, however, it is not the more traditional statue, but Maya Lin’s 
engraved granite walls that seem to compel the memorial’s visitors most 
powerfully. It is the walls that overwhelmingly elicit visible emotional re- 
sponses; it is almost invariably along the walls that visitors leave tokens— 
flags, flowers, letters, poems, and the like.‘* Thus the Vietnam memorial, 
and much Vietnam memory, juxtaposes dualistic and tragic, pride and 
regret, heroism and defeat, articulating the conflict between them without 
resolving it. But the tragic dimension has had a remarkable salience, per- 
haps even predominance, and Vietnam remains a painful episode in 
American collective memory—an episode that continues to evoke reflec- 
tion, contemplation, and dissent. 

In this context, it is worth considering one comparatively recent effort 
to engage the meaning of the Vietnam War in the tragic mode. This effort 
came from former Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, who held the 
post from 1961 to 1968 and played a central role in escalating U.S. in- 
volvement in Vietnam. McNamara’s 1995 memoir In Retrospect chronicled 
his gradual shift “from concern to skepticism to frustration to anguish” 
over the war, culminating in his departure from the Pentagon at the 
height of the Tet Offensive in 1968.1 In a largely apologetic and regretful 
tone, McNamara offered a detailed account of both the internal decision- 
making process as it unfolded during the Kennedy and Johnson adminis- 
trations and of his own growing personal torment concerning the war. 
Like Robert Kennedy before him, McNamara invoked Greek tragedy as a 
frame for his effort to reexamine the past and excavate the lessons it 
might hold for foreign policy challenges in the present, especially the 
threat of nuclear disaster. “I want Americans to understand why we made 
the mistakes we did, and to learn from them,” he wrote. “I hope to say, 
‘Here is something we can take away from Vietnam that is constructive 
and applicable to the world of today and tomorrow.’ That is the only way 
our nation can ever hope to leave the past behind.” ™® Even in the 1990s, 
McNamara recognized, the United States was still haunted by the difficult 
legacy of Vietnam, and he sought to transform that legacy to one of 
wisdom and insight: “The ancient Greek dramatist Aeschylus wrote, “The 
reward of suffering is experience. Let this be the lasting legacy of 
Vietnam.” 

In the final lines of his memoir, McNamara addressed the task of con- 
solation—the meaning of the lives lost in Vietnam—in light of his 
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admission that American political leaders had acted unwisely. “In the end, 
we must confront the fate of those Americans who served in Vietnam and 
never returned,” he reflected. “Does the unwisdom of our intervention 
nullify their effort and their loss?”!!8 Recall once again Johnson’s argu- 
ment, as the United States escalated its involvement, that admitting error 
would do just that—and even more, that it would represent an affront to 
all soldiers who had fallen in the cause of freedom since the Revolution. 
McNamara answered differently: “I think not.”!”° By then, the distinction 
between soldier and cause was an institutionalized feature of Vietnam 
memory, and McNamara argued that the soldier’s responsibilities differed 
from those of public officials: “They did not make the decisions. They an- 
swered their nation’s call to service. They went in harm’s way on its behalf. 
And they gave their lives for their country and its ideals. That our effort in 
Vietnam proved unwise does not make their sacrifice less noble.” The way 
to ensure that their deaths have enduring meaning to the nation is thus 
not to celebrate their cause, but to reflect on what can be learned from the 
misguided effort that their leaders set before them—the errors in judg- 
ment that might, in light of honest and sustained reflection on the past, be 
avoided in the future. “Let us learn from their sacrifice,” McNamara wrote, 
“and, by doing so, validate and honor it.”!*° 

Today, a kind of regret for the war is now etched in stone on the na- 
tional mall, in the form of a quotation on the Martin Luther King, Jr. Me- 
morial that was dedicated in 2011. Inscribed on the memorial’s south wall 
are the following words: “I oppose the war in Vietnam because I love 
America. I speak out against it not in anger but with anxiety and sorrow in 
my heart, and above all with a passionate desire to see our beloved country 
stand as a moral example of the world.”’*! These words clearly express pa- 
triotic devotion and indeed even suggest a sense of American exceptional- 
ism, a desire to serve “a moral example” on an international stage. They 
thus offer a considerably more benign statement of King’s critique than 
his inversion of the dualistic script. But they also point to the Vietnam era 
as amoment when the nation fell short of its most cherished ideals and of 
its image as a “city upon a hill.” 

The violence that occurred both at home and abroad throughout the 
1960s, then, brought to the surface an alternate, tragic mode of political 
consolation. Complicating the moral contrasts that form the basis for 
dualistic discourse, the tragic mode suggests that coming to terms with 
suffering requires introspection and self-questioning, even critique. 
Indeed, the very meaning of suffering resides in the wisdom gained 
throughout such processes. This tragic discourse, and the ways in which 
it chipped away at the progressive teleology that had long animated 
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canonical national narratives, provides a crucial backdrop for under- 
standing American political consolation in the twenty-first century. 
Though soaring dualistic narratives would quickly give shape to the 
events of September 11, 2001, at the level of official politics, this is not 
the whole story. The struggle to memorialize September 11, especially at 
the event’s sacred center in lower Manhattan, would reveal deep inter- 
pretive difficulties, an ongoing battle to identify the event’s symbolic 
and existential meaning and forge a place for it in a common national 
narrative. 
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PART II 
Politics and Consolation after September 11 


CHAPTER 4 


September Mourning 


hile the story and materials I have presented in the first half of this 





book are important in their own right, their main purpose has been 
to set the stage for understanding the interpretive response to September 
11. The dualistic mode of political consolation that coalesced during the 
World War II era and reverberated so forcefully in commemorative cere- 
monies during the 1990s powerfully premediated the state response to 
9/11, impinging on official interpretations of the day’s events even as they 
unfolded. In the pages that follow, I trace the process through which this 
dualistic interpretation solidified in official discourse, working to recap- 
ture the sense of solidarity, even collective effervescence, that emerged in 
the immediate aftermath of September 11 while also identifying early 
cracks in the facade. 

I begin by considering the fundamental questions that political leaders 
faced in light of September 11, demonstrating that the basic task of defin- 
ing the event itself—was it a horrible crime or an act of war?—was bound 
up with more encompassing existential matters. Why was America, that 
shining city upon a hill, assaulted with such brutality? How was the nation 
to understand the shocking act of violence that seemed to unfold so sud- 
denly, without warning, and come to terms with suffering and loss that 
confronted most observers as random, senseless, and unmerited? I then 
examine how elected officials and other public figures responded to these 
questions in the collective mourning rituals that took place in the weeks 
immediately following September 11. The terms and tropes, ideas and 
images, invoked in these early moments after 9/11 provided a foundation 
for the war rhetoric and commemorative speechmaking that I examine in 
subsequent chapters. Even more, they illuminate the centrality of political 
consolation discourse in contemporary American collective life. 


SEPTEMBER 11, 2001 


By now, the story is all too familiar. It was a Tuesday. The skies were blue 
and nearly cloudless. It was election day in New York City—and thus some 
residents altered their routines to cast their votes in the mayoral 
primary—but otherwise, it was an ordinary morning on the east coast. Or 
at least it appeared to be until 8:46 a.m., the moment when a commercial 
flight soared through the clear sky over Manhattan and into the north 
tower of the World Trade Center. Even then, onlookers in New York, 
around the nation, and across the globe generally assumed that they were 
witnessing a horrible accident. On NBC’s Today show, Katie Couric re- 
ported information that the aircraft was “a small commuter plane,” and Al 
Roker recalled the crash at the Empire State Building in the 1940s in an 
effort to provide historical context.t For his part, President George 
W. Bush continued with his scheduled visit at Emma Booker Elementary 
School in Sarasota, Florida. Indeed, he was reading with second graders 
when another plane crashed into the World Trade Center, striking the 
south tower at 9:03. Only then did he alter his plans, recognizing that a 
national crisis was unfolding. 

Before leaving the school, Bush delivered brief remarks. In this 9:30 
a.m. address, his speech was halting. The United States, he explained, had 
experienced “a national tragedy,” “an apparent terrorist attack.” He prom- 
ised a swift response in the form of a federal investigation “to hunt down 
and to find those folks who committed this act.” The demonstrative pro- 
noun “this” (“this act”) took the place of a clear definition of the event, and 
Bush alluded to a bureaucratic—rather than military—response. 

In retrospect, it is all too easy to forget the uncertainty and confusion 
that surrounded the events of September 11 as they unfolded. Yet in these 
earliest moments, observers the world over—including the American 
head of state—grasped for an interpretive frame. Even when it became 
clear that these crashes were no accident, the day’s events nonetheless re- 
mained difficult to categorize, existing somewhere in the liminal space 
between crime and war.’ No contemporary writing can fully depict the 
ambiguity of those moments. Yet there is analytic value in the effort to 
recapture the uncertainty that prevailed, for it exposes the indeterminacy 
of interpretations that later came to be taken for granted. 

The president addressed the nation once again in the early hours of the 
afternoon, this time from Barksdale Air Force Base in Louisiana. By the 
time he spoke, a third hijacked plane had crashed into the Pentagon—the 
headquarters of the U.S. Department of Defense, located in Arlington, Vir- 
ginia, just outside the nation’s capital—and a fourth had crashed in rural 
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Somerset County, Pennsylvania, near a town called Shanksville. In this 
address, Bush’s interpretation was more decisive: “Freedom itself was at- 
tacked this morning by a faceless coward, and freedom will be defended,” 
he declared as he opened his remarks. “Make no mistake; the United States 
will hunt down and punish those responsible for these cowardly acts.”° 
Even in the course of these few short hours, Bush’s frame of reference 
became substantially more encompassing. Events Bush had defined as an 
attack on the nation at 9:30 a.m. were recast, a few hours later, as an attack 
on freedom writ large. 

When Bush delivered his final address on September 11—speaking 
from the Oval Office at 8:30 p.m.—he addressed the challenge of interpre- 
tation, and the task of consolation, in more definitive terms. In rhetoric 
no longer halting, Bush offered the following account of the day’s events: 


Today our fellow citizens, our way of life, our very freedom came under attack 
in a series of deliberate and deadly terrorist attacks. . . . Thousands of lives 


were suddenly ended by evil, despicable acts of terror. 


The pictures of airplanes flying into buildings, fires burning, huge structures 
collapsing, have filled us with disbelief, terrible sadness, and a quiet, unyield- 
ing anger. These acts of mass murder were intended to frighten our nation into 
chaos and retreat, but they have failed. Our country is strong. A great people 
has been moved to defend a great nation. Terrorist attacks can shake the foun- 
dations of our biggest buildings, but they cannot touch the foundation of 
America. These acts shattered steel, but they cannot dent the steel of Amer- 


ican resolve. 


America was targeted for attack because we're the brightest beacon for freedom 


and opportunity in the world. And no one will keep that light from shining. 


Today our nation saw evil, the very worst of human nature. And we responded 
with the best of America, with the daring of our rescue workers, with the 
caring for strangers and neighbors who came to give blood and help in any way 


they could.’ 


At 9:30 a.m. on September 11, Bush had grasped for words, clearly strug- 
gling to categorize this rapidly unfolding but profoundly ambiguous event. 
By 8:30 p.m., however, he began to offer an explanation. In these remarks 
from the Oval Office, Bush reiterated the claim—initially articulated in 
his afternoon address—that not only the nation, but also freedom writ 
large had been attacked that morning. In this view, he suggested, the 
nation had been targeted precisely for its goodness, because itis an emblem 
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of freedom and opportunity on a global stage. He juxtaposed the “evil” of 
the perpetrators, who exhibited “the very worst of human nature,” with 
“the best of America,” the “daring” and “caring” and “help” that citizens 
exhibited. And he juxtaposed the perpetrators’ nefarious vision—they in- 
tended, Bush claimed, to shake the very foundations of the nation and its 
“way of life’—with the resilience and the quintessentially “American re- 
solve” that citizens had exhibited in the face of crisis. No longer searching 
for a definition of the event, Bush pledged: “America and our friends and 
allies join with all those who want peace and security in the world, and we 
stand together to win the war against terrorism.”’ The day’s events, this 
statement implied, were acts of war, and marked the beginning of a longer 
struggle—a confrontation not just with the specific perpetrators of the 
day’s violence, but with “terrorism” itself. 

Bush did not draw explicit historical analogies in this series of ad- 
dresses on September 11. But reading his words alongside the World 
War II discourse described in chapter 2 reveals the subtle yet powerful 
workings of premediation. During his evening remarks, Bush asserted 
that the day’s events would, in memory, fit neatly into triumphant na- 
tional narratives: “America has stood down enemies before, and we will do 
so this time,” he pledged. “None of us will ever forget this day, yet we go 
forward to defend freedom and all that is good and just in our world.”® In 
the war that had begun, then, the cause at stake was once again freedom, 
and indeed goodness itself—“all that is good and just in our world.” It is 
worth noting that Bush was not the first U.S. president to argue that 
America had been the target of terrorist violence because of its excep- 
tional qualities, its commitment to freedom, and its role as steward for 
democracy. In a radio address the day after the bombings at American em- 
bassies in Kenya and Tanzania in August 1998, Bill Clinton explained: 
“Americans are targets of terrorism, in part, because we have unique lead- 
ership responsibilities in the world, because we act to advance peace and 
democracy.”° Even more, he said: “The bombs that kill innocent Americans 
are aimed not only at them but at the very spirit of our country and the 
spirit of freedom.” +? For Bush, however, the distinction between American 
freedom and terrorist repression would take on more encompassing, even 
apocalyptic, proportions whose contours began to take shape in these 
early addresses. 

Bush’s remarks on September 11 were, of course, crucial in the collec- 
tive struggle to find symbolic and existential orientation in this disrup- 
tive moment. Yet the president was out of sight for much of the day—flying 
first to Barksdale Air Force Base and then to Offutt Air Force Base near 
Omaha, Nebraska, before returning to Washington. For many, New York 
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Mayor Rudolph Giuliani became a powerful symbol of collective strength, 
and an immediate source of comfort and inspiration. Giuliani was physi- 
cally present at the epicenter of the disaster—he arrived at the Fire De- 
partment’s command post moments after United Airlines Flight 175 
struck the south tower—and he stepped rapidly into a symbolic as well as 
bureaucratic leadership role. When he took to the airwaves, Giuliani not 
only provided information, but also worked to convey sympathy and in- 
spire resilience—to offer consolation to both New Yorkers in particular 
and the American public more generally. During a press conference on the 
afternoon of September 11, Giuliani offered assurance that a vigorous 
rescue effort was underway and portrayed a city—indeed a nation— 
unbowed by the morning’s violence: “we will strive now very hard to save 
as many people as possible and to send a message that the city of New York 
and the United States of America is much stronger than any group of bar- 
baric terrorists, that our democracy, that our rule of law, that our strength 
and our willingness to defend ourselves will ultimately prevail.” ™ Even as 
he reasserted his city’s and his nation’s agency, however, the mayor’s own 
raw emotion was palpable. Asked during the same press conference 
whether he knew the number of casualties, Giuliani declined to speculate: 
“The number of casualties will be more than any of us can bear ultimately,” 
he said, communicating empathy and humanity.” 

Like many others who addressed the public as the events of September 
11 unfolded, Giuliani oscillated between the language of crime and the 
language of war, struggling to pinpoint the very nature of the event. When 
reporters asked if the day’s events constituted an act of war, he deferred to 
the president: “I don’t know that I want to use those words. I think the 
president is the one that has to respond.”!? Yet he deployed vivid war im- 
agery as he described the scene, and he projected an assertive national 
response: “we will .. . send a message that the city of New York and the 
United States of America is much stronger than any . . . barbaric terrorists 
... that our strength and our willingness to defend ourselves will . . . pre- 
vail.” The “vicious, unprovoked, horrible attack on innocent men, women 
and children,” he claimed, was “one of the most heinous acts .. . in world 
history.”!° He offered assurance “that all of us in New York” would support 
the president “in the efforts that he’s going to have to make ... to make a 
point that people can’t do this. You can’t attack innocent men, women, and 
children.”'® In these initial statements, Giuliani’s language—perhaps 
even more clearly than the president’s—evoked the encompassing 
dualistic themes associated with World War II, defining the event as an 
attack on democracy and the American “way of life” even if he stopped 
short of declaring it an act of war. Later, Giuliani would reflect that, from 
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the earliest moments of the crisis, he had channeled Winston Churchill, 
and indeed he would refer to Churchill explicitly in his remarks during the 
coming days.” 

The connection political leaders evoked between World War II and the 
conflict that would come to be known as the “war on terror” grew ever 
stronger as they expanded upon the interpretive frames articulated in 
these initial moments. At times, the connection took the shape of specific 
analogies—to Pearl Harbor, the Battle of Britain, or the Blitz—as officials 
linked the present to the past. More generally, officials adopted the sharp 
symbolic boundaries that define the dualistic mode. Political leaders con- 
tinually reinforced the fundamental moral oppositions between “good” 
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fice,” and “selflessness” with the perpetrators’ “barbarism,” “cowardice,” 
“villainy,” and “hate.” They portrayed these diametrically opposed forces 
as engaged in a “battle” that pits “freedom” or “liberty” against “fear” or 
“tyranny”—a battle “for civilization,” as Bush often put it, recalling fron- 
tier mythology. Occasionally, this rhetoric featured gender binaries, cast- 
ing the United States and its allies in masculine terms—as protectors of 
“innocent” civilians, especially women and children in Afghanistan (and 
later, Iraq)—and portraying the enemy as weak and effeminate.'® More 
fundamentally, however, it evoked the fundamental contrast between hu- 
manity and inhumanity described in chapter 2. 

Once again, the sharp distinctions that characterize the dualistic mode 
of political consolation erected rigid, seemingly unbridgeable, symbolic 
boundaries between good and evil, ally and enemy. Implicit and explicit 
references to World War II reinforced dualism’s progressive teleology, bol- 
stering the claim that good would ultimately triumph over evil. As in 
World War II, familiar texts and images from the civil scriptures were in- 
tegral to this interpretation—they, too, offered consolation and bolstered 
the claim that victory was assured. As I document in chapters 6 and 7, 
cracks would soon begin to appear in the facade of the dualistic interpre- 
tation and undermine the national unity it inspired. Yet the dualistic 
frame did much to foster solidarity and underwrite consensus in the im- 
mediate aftermath of September 11, and it was remarkably resilient in 
state discourse even as time wore on. 

Bush’s public remarks on September 12 asserted the dualistic narrative 
more decisively than his addresses the day before. Just before 11 a.m., fol- 
lowing a meeting with his national security team, Bush unambiguously 
categorized the previous day’s events as acts of war: “The deliberate and 
deadly attacks which were carried out yesterday against our country 
were more than acts of terror; they were acts of war... . Freedom and 
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democracy are under attack. . . . This enemy attacked not just our people, 
but all freedom-loving people everywhere in the world.”'* At the time, 
Bush was not yet able to identify the enemy in specific terms. But he none- 
theless vowed that victory was assured: “This battle will take time and re- 
solve. But make no mistake about it, we will win.”” To support this pledge, 
Bush placed the events within an encompassing frame: “America is united. 
The freedom-loving nations of the world stand by our side. This will be a 


monumental struggle of good versus evil, but good will prevail.”** 


NATIONAL MOURNING 


As these speeches reveal, political leaders addressed the task of conso- 
lation almost immediately, beginning in the hours after American Air- 
lines Flight 11 struck the north tower on the morning of September 11. 
On September 14, organized rituals of national mourning foregrounded 
the task of consolation, and the existential questions raised so power- 
fully by the loss and suffering of September 11. Early in the afternoon, 
public officials and other dignitaries gathered for a memorial service at 
Washington National Cathedral. Here, the voices of prominent Amer- 
ican clergy—representing Protestant, Catholic, Muslim, and Jewish 
traditions—joined with President Bush to offer consolation before a 
national audience. The consolation discourse deployed in this ritual 
proved a pivotal moment in politicians’ larger effort to construct an 
interpretation that accounted for the shock and horror of 9/11—that 
clearly and compellingly addressed the meaning of suffering—and re- 
stored the nation’s exceptionalist narrative. 

In keeping with the expectations for the occasion, the memorial service 
more overtly addressed themes of grief, loss, and sorrow than Bush or 
Giuliani’s early speeches.” The service was, after all, a time set aside for 
mourning, in a space fitting for such a purpose.” In this setting, speakers 
occasionally gestured toward the tragic mode of consolation. Yet tragic 
themes were rapidly overshadowed by the dualistic narrative. In general, 
speakers pivoted quickly from meditations on grief and mourning to ex- 
pressions of hope and even pledges of triumph—acknowledging suffering, 
but never lingering on it, and thus encouraging onlookers not to linger in 
sorrow, either. 

In her invocation, Reverend Jane Holmes Dixon, a bishop serving the 
Episcopal Diocese of Washington, set the tone for the proceedings. She 
quickly countered references to grief and mourning, tragedy and suffering 
with optimistic projections for the future. She spoke of “those who lost 
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their lives” in “unspeakable tragedy,” then immediately pledged that “love 
is stronger than hate, and... love lived out in justice will in the end pre- 
vail.” She suggested that the National Cathedral was an appropriate “con- 
tainer for your grief. But in addition to that, we want you to know that the 
light that burns here—the light of love, the light of justice, the light of 
hope—shines brighter than any light in the world.” In keeping with the 
dualistic mode, light would overcome darkness; “love” would triumph over 
“hate”; “justice” would “prevail” over cruelty. 

Reverend Nathan Baxter, the dean of the National Cathedral, veered 
furthest from the emerging dualistic narrative. Baxter prayed “for divine 
wisdom, as our leaders consider the necessary actions for national 
security—wisdom of the grace of God that as we act, we not become the 
evil we deplore.” His acknowledgment that America, too, had the potential 
to perpetrate evil—and that this was a time to reflect upon and guard 
against that potential—represents a significant gesture toward the tragic 
mode. While evoking strong binary contrasts between evil and innocence, 
he subtly countered the assertion, already evident in Giuliani’s public re- 
marks, that 9/11 was a singular event in world history: “The evil hand of 
hate and cowardly aggression, which has devastated the innocent in many 
other lands, has visited America this week, and too many of her children 
are no more.” Baxter thus affirmed the claim that the events of 9/11 were 
a manifestation of “evil” while also suggesting that Americans’ suffering 
placed them in solidarity with many others across the globe who found 
themselves grappling with the ramifications of “cowardly aggression.” His 
prayer for healing also reflected an awareness of his own nation’s capacity 
for violence or prejudice, and expressed hope that Americans would resist 
any darker impulses that might emerge in the days to come: “Heal our 
grief, soothe our suffering hearts, save us from blind vengeance, from 
random prejudice and from crippling fear.” 

Dualistic discourse, however, was far more pervasive in this service. Mu- 
zammil H. Siddiqi, president of the Islamic Society of North America, re- 
flected: “Lord, you said . . . if any do seek for glory and power, to God belong 
all glory and power. To him mount up all works of purity. He exalts all right- 
eous deeds. But those that lay .. . the plots of evil, for them is the penalty 
terrible. And the plotting of such shall not abide. Goodness and evil are not 
equal. Repel the evil with the good.” Drawing sharp, clear distinctions be- 
tween “goodness” and “evil,” Siddiqi affirmed dualism’s progressive teleol- 
ogy with the assurance that “the plotting” of evil “shall not abide.” 

Reverend Billy Graham’s more extensive remarks imbued the rapidly 
solidifying dualistic narrative with the stamp of his own considerable re- 
ligious authority. Like previous speakers, he suggested that “tragedy” and 
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“suffering” would quickly be eclipsed. In doing so, Graham drew an anal- 
ogy with the Christian narrative of resurrection: 


For the Christian . . . the cross tells us that God understands our sin and our 
suffering, for he took upon himself, in the person of Jesus Christ, our sins and 
our suffering. And from the cross God declares, “I love you. I know the heart- 


aches and the sorrows and the pains that you feel, but I love you.” 


The story does not end with the cross, for Easter points us beyond the tragedy 
of the cross to the empty tomb. It tells us that there is hope for eternal life, for 
Christ has conquered evil and death and hell. 


In this narrative, tragedy and suffering are a fleeting moment on a journey 
toward resurrection and redemption. According to Graham, so, too, were 
the events of September 11. Graham predicted that 9/11 would give way 
to “a spiritual renewal in this country.” And this spiritual renewal, he sug- 
gested, would be intertwined with triumph in worldly affairs: “Today we 
say to those who masterminded this cruel plot and to those who carried it 
out that the spirit of this nation will not be defeated by their twisted and 
diabolical schemes. Someday, those responsible will be brought to justice.” 
As he closed his remarks, Graham predicted: “this is going to be a day that 
we will remember as a day of victory.” 

The mourning ritual at the cathedral culminated with an address from 
President Bush. Like several of the clergy who preceded him, Bush opened 
on a somber note, giving voice to the suffering that the events of 9/11 had 
unleashed and engaging the matters of grief and sorrow more extensively 
than he had in the preceding days: 


We are here in the middle hour of our grief. So many have suffered so great a 
loss, and today we express our nation’s sorrow. We come before God to pray for 


the missing and the dead, and for those who loved them. 


On Tuesday, our country was attacked with deliberate and massive cruelty. We 
have seen the images of fire and ashes and bent steel. Now come the names, 
the list of casualties we are only beginning to read. . . . We will read all these 
names, we will linger over them and learn their stories, and many Americans 


will weep. 


In the reflective and contemplative tone of a national priest, Bush articu- 
lated sadness and empathy on behalf of the nation, highlighting the sig- 
nificance of each life lost and legitimizing expressions of grief. Again, the 
occasion invited, perhaps even required, such reflections. 


SEPTEMBER MOURNING [105] 


Yet Bush did not dwell on such matters at length. Indeed, all the while, 
he underscored the “cruelty” of the attackers, alluding to the argument he 
would make for a swift and violent response. After expressing “the deep- 
est sympathy of the nation” to those suffering personal losses, he shifted 
decisively away from this contemplative, mournful language, and concen- 
trated instead on how the United States would react to the cruelty visited 
upon it. The nation, he said, could not linger in sadness because it faced an 
imperative to act: “Just three days removed from these events, Americans 
do not yet have the distance of history, but our responsibility to history is 
already clear: to answer these attacks and rid the world of evil.” The pain 
and suffering that many Americans felt so powerfully in the moment were 
sure to be fleeting, and Bush placed them within a cosmic frame: “This 
world He created is of moral design,” Bush declared, in language that re- 
called Churchill’s 1941 address to Congress. “Grief and tragedy and hatred 
are only for a time. Goodness, remembrance and love have no end.””° 

Within God’s “moral design,” Bush asserted, America enjoyed special 
providence. Here, the president explicitly forged a place for 9/11 in the 
nation’s exceptionalist narrative: 


Today we feel what Franklin Roosevelt called the warm courage of national 
unity. ... Our unity is a kinship of grief and a steadfast resolve to prevail 
against our enemies. And this unity against terror is now extending across the 
world. America is a nation full of good fortune, with so much to be grateful for; 
but we are not spared from suffering. In every generation, the world has pro- 
duced enemies of human freedom. They have attacked America because we are 
freedom’s home and defender. And the commitment of our fathers is now the 


calling of our time.” 


America’s unique “good fortune,” Bush suggested—echoing a longstanding 
refrain—confers unique responsibilities. Reiterating the claim he had ar- 
ticulated on the evening of September 11, Bush asserted that America was 
attacked because of the ideals it represents, because the nation is “freedom’s 
home and defender.” In this eulogy at the National Cathedral, standing 
alongside prominent clergy and amidst religious symbolism, Bush argued 
that protecting these ideals is a calling, imbuing the nation’s responsibili- 
ties with sacred significance. Sorrow, he acknowledged, is real and war- 
ranted “for a time.” Yet the events of September 11 would find their 
meaning notin quiet contemplation, but ina fight for freedom—extending 
“the commitment of our fathers” that had become “the calling of our time.” 

Bush’s remarks were immediately followed with a rendition of the 
“Battle Hymn of the Republic.” The audience joined with the Navy Sea 
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Chanters, singing lyrics penned by Julia Ward Howe during the Civil 
War.” The hymn, as I noted in chapter 1, draws an analogy between 
Christ’s sacrifice and that of fallen Union soldiers: 


As he died to make men holy, let us die to make men free, 
While God is marching on.”8 


THE CALL TO ARMS 


Closing the national memorial service with the Battle Hymn suggested a 
connection between the 9/11 dead and fallen soldiers, and, in some sense, 
symbolically signaled the end of national mourning with a call to arms. In 
the subsequent days, Bush would continue to offer consolation in dualistic 
language while also vigorously articulating this call to arms, seeking to 
energize the American nation and its allies for a war between “good” and 
“evil,” “civilization” and “barbarism,” “freedom” and “fear.” Efforts at con- 
solation, then, were bound up with efforts to articulate the imperative— 
indeed the “calling’—to act. 

Following the service at the National Cathedral, Bush traveled to 
lower Manhattan for the first time since September 11. At the World 
Trade Center, Bush delivered impromptu remarks to the rescue workers 
laboring at the site. He began with an expression of gratitude, speaking 
in the mournful tone he had adopted in the early lines of his address at 
the National Cathedral. The nation, he said, “is on bended knee in prayer 
for the people whose lives were lost here, for the workers who work here, 
for the families who mourn.” But as he spoke, a rescue worker yelled: “I 
can’t hear you!” In response, Bush shifted his tone dramatically. Bellow- 
ing into a bullhorn he had borrowed to amplify his words, he declared: “I 
can hear you! I can hear you! The rest of the world hears you! And the 
people—and the people who knocked these buildings down will hear all 
of us soon!”*° His words inspired an effervescent reaction, as rescue 
workers chanted fervently: “U.S.A.! U.S.A.! U.S.A.!”%! In memory, the 
image of Bush standing atop the rubble, bullhorn in hand, became a cru- 
cial emblem for the American response to 9/11. And indeed, it seemed to 
mark a turning point for Bush himself, as he fully abandoned any of the 
uncertainty that initially seemed to overtake him on the morning of Sep- 
tember 11 and assumed the more strident posture he embodied memora- 
bly during that first visit to lower Manhattan. 

In the coming days, elected officials from across the political spectrum 
followed Bush’s lead—echoing his interpretation, reinforcing his resolve, 
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and offering comfort and reassurance with the pledge that good would in- 
evitably triumph over evil. When New York Senators Chuck Schumer and 
Hillary Clinton—both Democrats—delivered their party’s response to 
the president’s weekly radio address on September 15, Schumer referred 
to “[t]he terrorist attack that occurred Tuesday” as “the 21st century Pearl 
Harbor,” an attack on the nation that required unwavering resolve. “Like 
after Pearl Harbor,” he said, “we need to be resolute in the months and 
years to come, until we secure the unconditional surrender of the terror- 
ists and those that harbor them.” Similarly, Clinton described September 
11 as “an attack on America and our values,” and pledged to “show the 
world that though buildings can crumble and innocent people sacrifice 
their lives, America and New York remain strong, our democracy is intact, 
and our faith in God and in each other secure.” As ever, suffering and sac- 
rifice would be regenerative, and would give way to a more vital, resilient 
nation: “The events of September 11, 2001, form a crucible out of which an 
even stronger nation can be forged,” Clinton declared.” In remarks from 
the White House on Sunday, September 16, Bush firmly stated that the 
grieving period had come to a close: “Today, millions of Americans 
mourned and prayed, and tomorrow we go back to work,” he said. “[Mly 
administration has a job to do. And we're going to do it. We will rid the 
world of the evildoers.”** 

In the days after 9/11, Bush stepped ever more fully into the role of 
consoler-in-chief: he offered an explanation and interpretation for the 
devastation and suffering that had unfolded on September 11; he ex- 
pressed sorrow and sympathy while evoking national resolve and seeking 
to inspire moral renewal. The dualistic mode of political consolation ad- 
dressed the meaning of suffering head-on, promising redemption for an- 
guish and loss. At the same time, Mayor Giuliani’s consolation discourse 
also continued to influence emerging narratives of 9/11 in significant 
ways. The mayor readily adopted and reinforced the president’s war frame 
and his Manichean understanding of the emerging conflict, with its 
references—both explicit and implicit—to the Second World War. He did 
so as he continued to enact the role of both local and national consoler, 
politician-cum-priest: attending nearly 200 funerals, eulogizing fallen 
rescuers, expressing his own pain and the anguish of his city while also 
working to inspire a defiant return to ordinary life—accompanied by a 
renewed spirit of solidarity.** In tandem with Bush, Giuliani worked to 
affect a symbolic and emotional shift from grief and mourning to resil- 
ience and recovery. 

For instance, on September 15, Giuliani reflected on the loss of three 
prominent officials from the city’s fire department—Pete Ganci, the 
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fire chief; Bill Feehan, the first deputy fire commissioner and the New 
York City Fire Department’s (FDNY’s) second-highest official; and 
Mychal Judge, a Franciscan friar who served as an FDNY chaplain. Fu- 
nerals for all three men were held that day, and in his public remarks, 
Giuliani memorialized them as fallen soldiers, analogous to those who 
perished at Pearl Harbor: “to each of their families we give our support, 
our love and condolences, and look upon this as three people who have 
lost their lives as casualties of war,” he said. “They are heroes. They’re 
like the heroes that we had at Pearl Harbor.” His words echoed themes 
from Bush’s eulogy at the National Cathedral within a local, even per- 
sonal, frame of reference. Acknowledging that the day of these memori- 
als was “a very difficult day and a very emotional one and only the 
beginning of what we're going to have to go through,” and empathizing 
with New Yorkers’ grief and suffering, he also evoked newfound re- 
serves of strength. “I think we realize that we have the strength to deal 
with this, to overcome it,” he said. “And I think people should be mourn- 
ful and sorrowful, but they should also be very encouraged that we have 
tremendous courage in New York, we have tremendous courage in 
America, and the courage will be there in our generation as it was in 
prior generations.” 

On Sunday the 16th, Giuliani—like Bush—worked to guide New 
Yorkers and the nation in a return to ordinary life. Sunday, Giuliani said, 
was “an appropriate day for people to reflect on what happened last 
week.” But he observed that “the life of the city is going on, and the pre- 
diction that I made on the first day is proving to be true: the city is 
stronger than it was last week at this time.”*° Throughout this difficult 
period, Giuliani reflected, he had found meaning in Winston Churchill’s 
World War II speeches, and he encouraged New Yorkers to remember 
that “civilizations have been attacked, democracies have been attacked, 
and they’ve had the strength and the will and the courage to deal with 
it.”3” He suggested one specific point of comparison, arguing New York- 
ers had “conducted themselves as brave [sic] as the people of Britain 
during the Battle of Britain.’°® When the New York Stock Exchange re- 
opened on Monday, September 17, Giuliani reflected: “This is another re- 
markable indication of the very, very strong and indomitable spirit of the 
people of New York City, the people of this region .. . and the people of 
the United States.”%° The nation’s economic resilience symbolized broader 
spiritual resilience: Giuliani argued that the 9/11 perpetrators had 
“failed in their endeavor to break the spirit of the people of New York and 
the people of America. That spirit today is 10 times stronger than it was 
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last Monday. 
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DEFINING THE MISSION 


These early addresses offered meaningful orientation amidst uncertainty 
and shock, addressing existential and interpretive questions that rever- 
berated powerfully across the nation. The terms and tropes articulated 
during this period—themselves a product of a much longer tradition of 
American political consolation—have had a remarkable afterlife, as I il- 
lustrate in the pages that follow. However, perhaps the signal moment for 
the development of the official state interpretation of September 11—the 
moment when its full contours became clear—was Bush’s address to 
Joint Congress on September 20, 2001. Blending the encompassing and 
at times overtly theistic language of consolation with an effort to articu- 
late a foreign policy for a new era, Bush’s speech commanded attention 
around the country and across the globe. It also suggested that the ulti- 
mate meaning of September 11 would be defined retrospectively, in light 
of the nation’s—and even the world’s—response to the “calling” issued 
that fateful day. 

The address Bush delivered on September 20 was a special event, but 
the setting evoked ritual associations with the State of the Union. Bush 
called forth these associations overtly as he began his remarks: “[I]n the 
normal course of events, presidents come to this chamber to report on the 
state of the Union,” he said. “Tonight, no such report is needed. It has al- 
ready been delivered by the American people.” From the beginning, then, 
Bush reasserted American agency in the face of this assault, transforming 
the wounded superpower from unsuspecting victim to resilient hero. 
Bush lauded “the courage of passengers who rushed terrorists to save 
others on the ground”—referring to the people aboard United Flight 93 
whose assault on the hijackers apparently caused the plane to crash in 
rural Pennsylvania before it could reach its intended target.** He praised 
“the endurance of rescuers working past exhaustion.” He heralded public 
expressions of patriotism, generosity, and faith: “We’ve seen the unfurling 
of flags, the lighting of candles, the giving of blood, the saying of prayers 
in English, Hebrew and Arabic. We’ve seen the decency of a loving and 
giving people who have made the grief of strangers their own.”** Ameri- 
cans, he suggested, possess a deep and essential goodness, and in the af- 
termath of 9/11 this goodness was vividly on display. Praising the moral 
regeneration that had transpired in the days following September 11— 
and in doing so, working to talk such regeneration into life—Bush ad- 
dressed the citizenry with optimism and confidence: “My fellow citizens, 
for the last nine days, the entire world has seen for itself the state of our 
Union, and it is strong.”*° 
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Once again, Bush underscored the claim that the mourning period had 
concluded—and once again, he pledged that suffering was but the harbin- 
ger of future triumph. “Tonight we are a country awakened to danger and 
called to defend freedom,” Bush said.*° With these words, he implicitly re- 
called Pearl Harbor and reminded the nation of its mission, reiterating the 
language of a collective “calling” and invoking the values Americans were 
bound to protect. He also sought to provide the emotional underpinning 
for the oncoming struggle, suggesting that the passing days had produced 
an important affective transformation and elaborating “emotion codes” 
along with his interpretation.*’ “Our grief has turned to anger and anger 
to resolution,” he declared. “Whether we bring our enemies to justice or 
bring justice to our enemies, justice will be done.”*® 

Bush thus opened his address with words for the nation, seeking to in- 
spire solidarity and patriotism, and to underwrite not only resilience, but 
also retaliation. Subsequently, however, he turned to his global audience, 
addressing “the world” on behalf of his nation. He expressed gratitude for 
the “outpouring of support” that followed 9/11 and acknowledged “the 
citizens of 80 other nations who died with our own.” He concluded with a 
reference to the “hundreds of British citizens” who had perished. “America 
has no truer friend than Great Britain,” Bush said. “Once again we are 
joined together in a great cause. I’m so honored the British Prime Minister 
has crossed an ocean to show his unity with America.” The chamber 
erupted into applause, and the television cameras focused on Prime Min- 
ister Tony Blair. In drawing attention to Blair’s presence, Bush not only 
honored a current alliance, but also called forth powerful images from the 
past. Churchill, too, “crossed an ocean” in the weeks following the sur- 
prise attack on Pearl Harbor that had prompted the United States to take 
up arms in the cause of freedom 60 years prior. 

As he continued his remarks, Bush reinforced the symbolic link be- 
tween World War II and 9/11 while also evoking a sense of historical rup- 
ture. The events of 9/11, Bush asserted, were unambiguously acts of war, 
and their closest analog was Pearl Harbor. However, they represented an 
even more egregious offense than anything that had come before: 


On September the 11th, enemies of freedom committed an act of war against 
our country. Americans have known wars, but for the past 136 years they have 
been wars on foreign soil, except for one Sunday in 1941. Americans have 
known the casualties of war, but not at the center of a great city on a peaceful 
morning. Americans have known surprise attacks, but never before on thou- 
sands of civilians. All of this was brought upon us ina single day, and night fell 


on a different world; a world where freedom itself is under attack. 
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In this interpretation, September 11 broadened the American experience 
of war: the day’s events were comprehensible within this familiar cultural 
category and yet more painful and distressing than their predecessors, 
including the “Sunday in 1941” when Japanese forces struck Pearl Harbor. 
Once again, Bush described the target of the assault in abstract and en- 
compassing terms—the perpetrators attacked not just the American 
nation, but also the ideals for which it stands. He thus reinforced his claim 
that the events of 9/11 represented not only an “act of war against our 
country” specifically, but also the dawn of an era in which “freedom 
itself”—and not just a single nation—“is under attack.” 

By September 20, Bush was able to identify the perpetrator in more 
specific terms, and he explained that the evidence pointed to al Qaeda. 
Phrasing the question in stark us-and-them language—‘“why do they hate 
us?”—Bush presented an expansive view of al Qaeda’s motivations and 
aims. “Its goal is remaking the world and imposing its radical beliefs on 
people everywhere,” he said. Al Qaeda’s members, Bush asserted, “hate 
what they see right here in this chamber, a democratically elected govern- 
ment. Their leaders are self-appointed. They hate our freedoms: Our free- 
dom of religion, our freedom of speech, our freedom to vote and assemble 
and disagree with each other.” It was thus not only human lives but cher- 
ished values that were at stake: “These terrorists kill not merely to end 
lives but to disrupt and end a way of life.” Al Qaeda’s “vision for the world,” 
Bush argued, could be seen in Afghanistan, where their leadership “has 
great influence... and supports the Taliban regime in controlling most of 
that country.” “Afghanistan’s people have been brutalized,” Bush said. 
“Many are starving and many have fled. Women are not allowed to attend 
school. You can be jailed for owning a television. Religion can be practiced 
only as their leaders dictate. A man can be jailed in Afghanistan if his 
beard is not long enough.” As these passages illustrate, Bush cast the 9/11 
perpetrators as the diametric opposite of the generous and patriotic 
Americans he had described in his opening remarks, and indeed argued 
that these “ways of life” were, in the end, irreconcilable. Al Qaeda became 
the epitome of evil, standing in sharp contrast to the beacon of goodness 
and freedom that they had struck. 

Though Bush ostensibly offered an opportunity to avert an invasion of 
Afghanistan—he addressed the Taliban directly, issuing a series of de- 
mands that were, he said, “not open to negotiation or discussion’—the 
words that followed suggested that the U.S. president viewed war as inevi- 
table. He foreshadowed an expansive and protracted engagement, “a long 
struggle.” “Americans should not expect one battle, but a lengthy campaign 
unlike any other we have ever seen,” Bush said. “It may include dramatic 
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strikes visible on TV and covert operations, secret even in success.” An- 
nouncing that he had “called the armed forces to alert,” he addressed mem- 
bers of the U.S. military directly: “The hour is coming when America will 
act, and you will make us proud.” 

Ultimately, Bush explained, the struggle on the horizon would divide 
the world unambiguously into good and evil, allies and enemies. Turning 
once again to his global audience, Bush declared: “Every nation in every 
region now has a decision to make: either you are with us or you are with 
the terrorists.” The struggle left no room for neutrality, no middle ground. 
In the process, Bush underscored the fundamental values that were at 
stake: “This is not . . . just America’s fight. And what is at stake is not just 
America’s freedom. This is the world’s fight. This is civilization’s fight. 
This is the fight of all who believe in progress and pluralism, tolerance 
and freedom.” Despite the threat at hand, however, past triumphs fore- 
shadowed a glorious future. Terrorists, Bush said, “are the heirs of the 
murderous ideologies of the 20th century. By sacrificing human life to 
serve their radical visions, by abandoning every value except the will to 
power, they follow in the path of fascism, Nazism and totalitarianism. 
And they will follow that path all the way to where it ends, in history’s 
unmarked grave of discarded lies.” The resonance with Reagan’s “ashheap 
of history” is clear. 

Even as he portrayed the struggle in ever more expansive terms, seek- 
ing to shore up support across the world, Bush maintained that America’s 
special role within it was consonant with its longstanding task of preserv- 
ing and protecting freedom on the global stage. Echoing his remarks at the 
National Cathedral, he argued that the suffering of 9/11 had awakened 
the present generation to their role in fulfilling the nation’s enduring 
mission: 


Great harm has been done to us. We have suffered great loss. In our grief and 
anger, we have found our mission and our moment. Freedom and fear are at 
war. The advance of human freedom, the great achievement of our time and the 
great hope of every time now depends on us. Our nation, this generation will 
lift the dark threat of violence from our people and our future. We will rally the 
world to this cause by our efforts, by our courage. We will not tire, we will not 


falter, and we will not fail. 


The imperative to preserve freedom would require Americans to continu- 
ally summon resolve as their grief faded: “Even grief recedes with time and 
grace. But our resolve must not pass. Each of us will remember what hap- 
pened that day and to whom it happened.” As he drew his remarks to a 
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close, Bush unambiguously articulated the full cosmic contours of the du- 
alistic narrative. “The course of this conflict is not yet known, yet its out- 
come is certain,” Bush declared. “Freedom and fear, justice and cruelty, 
have always been at war, and we know that God is not neutral between 
them. Fellow citizens, we'll meet violence with patient justice, assured of 
the rightness of our cause and confident of the victories to come.” Ameri- 
ca’s success in its mission, then, was not only foreshadowed by its trium- 
phant history—by its signal role in securing victory over “fascism, Nazism 
and totalitarianism.” Even more, it was ordained by God. 


MOURNING IN NEW YORK 


Public mourning rituals continued in the weeks that followed, even after 
the nation “went back to work.” Like the September 14 service at the Na- 
tional Cathedral, such rituals drew politicians together with prominent 
clergy in events that continued to foreground the task of consolation. Per- 
haps the most visible such ritual was the prayer service held on September 
23, 2001, at Yankee Stadium—formally called “A Prayer for America’— 
which was also broadcast live on television. Over the course of two anda 
half hours, speakers—including clergy from a wide range of traditions, 
American celebrities, and politicians representing both New York City and 
New York state—offered prayers and reflections. In this venue, speakers 
continually invoked the moral oppositions that form the backbone for du- 
alistic discourse. Contrasting “evil” perpetrators with “innocent” victims 
and “heroic” Americans who responded to “cruelty” with valor—and in 
some cases sacrificed their own lives—speakers at Yankee Stadium echoed 
and elaborated the official mode of consolation. 

Cardinal Edward Egan, the Archbishop of New York, underscored these 
moral contrasts in his invocation, drawing a distinction between “your 
[God’s] noble people, your virtuous people—yes, Lord, your holy people” 


” 


and “the evildoers, who have harmed us so fiercely,” echoing the presi- 
dent’s characterization of the perpetrators as “evildoers.” In his “Prayer 
for the Country,” Rabbi Arthur Schneier used similar language, contrast- 
ing “barbarism” and “terrorist evil” with “victims” and “their heroic rescu- 
ers.” Prayers from participating clergy thus reinforced Bush’s claim that 
the outcome of the present struggle was divinely ordained—and that God 
was on America’s side. Schneier asked for God’s blessing on President 
Bush, “who sounded the clarion call to battle the terrorists at home and 
abroad and unify the nation to defend freedom, democracy and, yes, the 


civilized world.” Similarly, Rabbi Marc Gellman invoked the belief—a 
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belief that he claimed is common among the Abrahamic faiths—“that a 
good God will not allow evil to win forever over goodness, hate to win over 
hope, or death to win over life.” Not only do the Abrahamic faiths promise 
that good will triumph over evil, but—Gellman claimed, as Bush had 
done three days before—“[hlistory proves this” as well. Among clergy, too, 
the past provided a foundation for projecting a triumphant future. 

These fundamental moral oppositions served as a backdrop for speeches 
that reflected on canonical national narratives at length, forging connec- 
tions between past and present in richer detail. During the presentation 
of the colors, Admiral Robert Natter, Commander and Chief of the At- 
lantic Fleet, drew a line from Valley Forge to the World Trade Center. In 
doing so, he invoked an image that had rapidly become iconic in the days 
following September 11: a photograph of three New York City firefighters 
raising an American flag over the rubble at the World Trade Center. The 
photograph—officially titled “Ground Zero Spirit”—originally appeared 
on the front page of the Bergen County, New Jersey newspaper The Record 
on September 12. Distributed through the Associated Press wire, it was 
also published in newspapers throughout the world. At Yankee Stadium, 
Natter said: 


For the past 13 days, the citizens of our great nation have drawn strength 
from our flag. It is truly a remarkable image, it is the same stars and stripes 
that flew over George Washington's continental army at Valley Forge in De- 
cember, 1777, that stood guard over regular army and militia forces defending 
Fort McHenry during the War of 1812, gave strength to soldiers fighting in the 
bloody trenches of Ardenne in 1917. The same flag whose raising atop Mt. Su- 
ribachi inspired our Marines at Iwo Jima, and led the charge ashore of our 
forces at Inchon. It is the same colors that stood fast during the siege at Khe 
Sanh in 1968. 


And just within this past year it was the battle ensign that flew over the U.S.S. 
Cole and rallied her crew to heroism. These images of our history are now joined 
for eternity with the actions of three New York City firemen. Determined to 
erect a flagstaff and hoist our colors over the rubble that was the World Trade 
Center, each of these images clearly illustrates that our flag is much, much 


more than a symbol, it is a living testimony of our American spirit. 


It has brought us together in the past, it brings us together today, and it will 


lead us to victory in the future. 


In this narrative, the firefighters who hoisted the American flag above the 
rubble become like soldiers, joining the celebrated national cause inaugurated 
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in the 1770s. By extension, the World Trade Center becomes a battlefield. 
Though Natter invoked a long list of historical associations in these remarks 
(and it is worth noting that this heroic trajectory now included Vietnam, with 
a reference to Khe Sanh), the image he described—“Ground Zero Spirit”’— 
most clearly evokes the association with Iwo Jima. From the time it was pub- 
lished, numerous commentators pointed to the resemblance between this 
photograph and Joe Rosenthal’s February 23, 1945, photograph “Raising the 
Flag on Iwo Jima.” The implied association with World War II thus took center 
stage once more, and anticipated a victorious future. 

In his “Prayer for the Families,” Rabbi Alvin Kass—a chaplain with the 
New York Police Department—also reached deep into the American past 
in order to imbue recent losses with sense and meaning. He prayed: 


may we all be buoyed up by the realization that these victims have, through 
their heroism, self-sacrificed courage and bravery inspired a renewed appreci- 
ation throughout this entire nation and the world in the American spirit at its 


very best. 


And may all of us forever understand that what the victims want more than 
anything else is that the survivors should continue to live for what they died 
for, a society founded on justice and equity, democracy and right, a place where 
government by the people, for the people and of the people will not perish 


from the earth. 


Kass’s prayer imbued the 9/11 deaths with the highest national signifi- 
cance, deploying Lincolnian language to portray these losses as patriotic 
sacrifices. Those who perished, he claimed, died for democracy: in the hope 
that “government by the people, for the people and of the people will not 
perish from the earth.” Gettysburg powerfully premediated 9/11 as Kass 
imputed Lincoln’s vision to the dead, boldly suggesting that the preserva- 
tion of democracy is “what the victims want more than anything else.” 
Politicians, too, invoked the notion of patriotic sacrifice in their efforts 
to provide meaning and consolation. For instance, Giuliani asserted: “All of 
the victims of this tragedy were innocent. All of them were heroes.” He 
lauded the specific sacrifices of the rescue workers using biblical language: 
“The Bible says ‘greater love hath no man than this: that a man lay down his 
life for his friends.” Yet Giuliani also claimed that all those who died—not 
just rescue workers—should be remembered in heroic terms: “The people 
they [rescue workers] were trying to rescue . . . were each engaged in the 
quiet heroism of supporting their families, pursuing their dreams, and 
playing their own meaningful part in a diverse, dynamic, and free society.” 
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Like Natter, Giuliani worked to forge a place for September 11 in the 
collective narrative that begins with the American Revolution. In his re- 
marks, Giuliani remediated pivotal moments from the American past in 
light of 9/11. He described the long history of St. Paul’s Chapel, which 
“stood directly in the shadow of the World Trade Center towers” prior to 
September 11 and survived the towers’ collapse. Invoking the civil reli- 
gion’s Moses figure, Giuliani explained that George Washington knelt 
down in prayer in that very chapel after his inauguration on April 30, 
1789. The chapel, Giuliani said, “survived our War of Independence, in- 
cluding seven years of wartime occupation” and then, through “a small 
miracle,” survived September 11 as well. Giuliani interpreted St. Paul’s 
survival in language consonant with broad dualistic themes: “the presence 
of that chapel standing defiant and serene amid the ruins of war sends an 
eloquent message about the strength and resilience of the people of New 
York City and the people of America.” Here, the World Trade Center was 
once again represented as a battlefield. And accordingly, Giuliani argued 
that, in light of 9/11, it fell to the present generation to carry forward the 
American story of resilience and triumph: 


Like our founding fathers who fought and died for freedom, like our ancestors 
who fought and died to preserve our Union and to end the sin of slavery, like our 
fathers and grandfathers who fought and died to liberate the world from Nazism 
and fascism and communism, the cluster of arrows to defend our freedom and 
the olive branch of peace have now been handed to us. We will hold them firmly 


in our hands, honor their memory and lift them up to Heaven to light the world. 


In the days since this attack, we have met the worst of humanity with the best 


of humanity. 


Giuliani’s speech thus echoed Bush’s sharp symbolic contrasts as well as 
his claim that the events of 9/11 awakened the present generation to its 
role in the American drama, their specific calling within an enduring na- 
tional mission. 

Reverend Calvin Butts, of the historic Abyssinian Baptist Church in 
Harlem, provided the most extensive remarks at Yankee Stadium. His ser- 
monic address once again juxtaposed the particular American story with 
an encompassing cosmic narrative, reinforcing Bush’s claim that in the 
emerging struggle, God was squarely on America’s side: 


even though now we're facing cowards who hide behind the terror of secrecy, I 


want you to know that as a nation, even though the president said this will be 
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a hard fight, there was a great poet who said, “Harder yet may be the fight and 
right may often yield to might. Wickedness a while may reign and Satan’s 
cause may seem to gain. Oh, but there is a God who rules above and He’s got a 
hand of power and a heart of love. And if I’ve right that God will fight my bat- 
tles.” We'll get through it.... 


We will get through it because we are the United States of America. And I will 
say this, we have died on every battlefield. We died in Normandy. . . . We’ve 
died on every battlefield that the world has ever known and our beloved sisters 
and brothers lost their lives on the battlefield of the World Trade Center. But 


listen, they are patriots of America. 


Ultimately, Butts asserted, divine providence was at work: God will ensure 
that good prevails, and indeed “will fight my battles.” But—like Bush on 
September 20 and Gellman earlier in the same service—he also claimed 
that American history testifies to this teleology. The blood sacrifices of- 
fered by American “patriots” on battlefields across the globe had secured 
victory in the past. Likewise, Butts implied, the “patriots” who perished 
“on the battlefield of the World Trade Center” would help to secure victory 
in the present struggle.” 

Several weeks later, on October 28, politicians and clergy—including 
some of the same figures who gathered at Yankee Stadium—would come to- 
gether once again for a memorial in New York. This time, the service was held 
at the event’s sacred center: the World Trade Center crash site, which was by 
then commonly known as “ground zero.” The ruins still smoldered. Though 
the service was primarily intended for a smaller audience—those personally 
affected by the death and destruction that was still so visible at the site—it 
was also broadcast on cable news networks. Politicians—including Mayor 
Giuliani, Senator Clinton, and Governor Pataki—were in attendance. But 
here, they did not speak. Instead, the service featured four prayers— 
delivered by clergy representing Catholic, Jewish, Muslim, and Protestant 
faiths—which were interspersed with music, including a rendition of the na- 
tional anthem by a New York City police officer, Daniel Rodriguez, and a ren- 
dition of “Ave Maria” by opera singer Andrea Bocelli. 

During this service—the first major collective mourning ritual on the 
ground where the Twin Towers once stood—there emerged a considerably 
more subdued approach. The sobriety and solemnity that prevailed in this 
ritual set the tone for a very different way of grappling with the meaning 
of September 11 in the ceremonies held at its sacred center. As I illustrate 
in chapter 6, this divergence would continue in commemorations over the 
coming decade and beyond. For one, the politicians’ silence is notable. 
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Moreover, the words uttered by clergy also featured subtle departures 
from the dualistic narrative that suffused political rhetoric. Egan, the car- 
dinal who had also spoken at Yankee Stadium, invoked familiar binaries 
when he reflected on the “innocent” lives that “were brutally, viciously, 
unjustly taken from us,” and contrasted the “good and wholesome sons 
and daughters of God” who perished on 9/11 with the “villains filled with 
violence and hate” who took their lives. Yet the prayers also reflected more 
self-consciously on the difficulties of providing consolation, and one 
overtly expressed ambivalence about waging war in response to Sep- 
tember 11. Imam Izak-El Mueed Pasha, a chaplain with the New York 
Police Department, prayed: “We ask you, God, to bless us with words that 
will be comforting to the families gathered here today. And let them know 
that what we say, we mean only good by it.” Consolation, he suggested, 
does not come easily. While portraying war as necessary and just, he ex- 
pressed sorrow and regret at the prospect—a contrast with the strident 
position most speakers had assumed in official public mourning rituals to 
date: “War is not something that any human being wants. But in defense 
of ourselves, we must fight. But God, let us fight for peace. Let us not devi- 
ate from establishing peace.”°° 

It was not long before mourning rituals gave way to ritualized retro- 
spection, and, as I argue in chapter 6, commemorations of 9/11 are set- 
tings where politicians continue to address a powerful cultural expectation 
to provide consolation. Here, however, it is worth considering one final 
text that encompasses the terms and tropes, ideas and images, crucial in 
shaping official interpretations of September 11 and providing a frame- 
work for its remembrance: Giuliani’s December 2001 farewell address. 

In this speech—delivered at St. Paul’s Chapel just before his term as 
mayor expired—Giuliani extended the narrative he had articulated at 
Yankee Stadium. The chapel, he said, was “thrice-hallowed ground”— 
“hallowed,” he explained, by its consecration as a “house of God” and “by 
the presence of George Washington and all of our brave heroes that gave 
their lives.”*! The World Trade Center and the surrounding area “is going 
to be a place that is remembered 100 and 1,000 years from now, like the 
great battlefields of Europe and of the United States’—among them “Nor- 
mandy or Valley Forge or Bunker Hill or Gettysburg.”*? And it is “the sacri- 
fice of our patriots and their heroism that is going to be what this place is 
remembered for.”™ As he concluded his farewell, Giuliani incorporated the 
9/11 dead into the very cause Lincoln evoked at Gettysburg: 


I’m going to conclude not with my words but with somebody else’s. On a battle- 


field in Pennsylvania where a similar number of Americans died for the very 
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same reason, to preserve our Union, a president whose hero when he was grow- 
ing up was George Washington, gave a speech, a poem and a prayer. And it 
really says it so much better than I can say it. I’d like to read and conclude with 


the last part of it.°4 


With that, Giuliani delivered an excerpt from the Gettysburg Address, 
ending with Lincoln's final lines: “we here highly resolve that the dead 
shall not have died in vain, that the nation shall under God [sic] have a 
new birth of freedom and that government of the people, by the people 
and [sic] for the people shall not perish from this earth.”™ The 9/11 dead, 
Giuliani asserted, “died for the very same reason” as the Union soldiers. 

For a time, at least, Giuliani exemplified for many the amalgamation of 
emotion and authority, empathy and action that contemporary Americans 
have come to expect of their political leaders in crisis moments. When 
Oprah Winfrey introduced him during the Yankee Stadium service, she 
cited his “extraordinary grace under pressure” and noted that he had come 
to be called “America’s Mayor.”*® As Giuliani left office, Time magazine 
named him its “Person of the Year” for 2001, referring to him as “Mayor of 
the World” and “consoler in chief” and describing how he “became the 
voice of America” on September 11: speaking “words full of grief and iron” 
and “inspiring New York to inspire the nation,” remaining “strong enough 
to let his voice brim with pain, compassion and love.”*” 

Indeed, the foregoing pages reveal how extensively Giuliani, Bush, and 
other political leaders addressed the existential alongside the pragmatic 
as they navigated the crisis. This is because the task of consolation is a far 
more important one than sociological accounts of politics generally 
recognize. Yet it is not, of course, a politician’s only role, and it intersects 
with other expectations of public office—and other genres of political 
speechmaking—in complex ways.** In the next chapter, I examine how 
consolation discourse informs and legitimates policymaking, tracing how 
the dualistic framing helped to constitute the “effect flow”? of 9/11. The 
terms and tropes deployed in public mourning rituals, I show, played a 
central role in the legitimation discourse that sought to define and justify 
the “war on terror” in the years that followed. If September 11 was an as- 
sault on freedom, and if the 9/11 dead perished in a mission to preserve 
democracy, the proper response was to retaliate with military force. 
Indeed, victory in this struggle would imbue the lives lost on September 
11 with retrospective meaning, securing symbolic immortality for those 
who perished. 

Dualistic discourse, however, suggested that the conflict at hand was 
not just a war against a specific, delimited enemy. It was, instead, a struggle 
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against “terror,” and even “evil,” writ large. As Bush put it on September 14, 
America’s task was not simply to defeat al Qaeda or even the Taliban regime 
in Afghanistan, but to “rid the world of evil.” The effort to fulfill this 
pledge would leave an indelible mark on both national and global politics in 
the years to come. As the next three chapters reveal, though, the stark du- 
alistic narrative—and the pride and anger it conjured—would erode over 
time. The meaning of September 11, and its place in larger collective narra- 
tives, would continue to be the object of vigorous struggle in foreign policy 
debates, commemorative ceremonies, and public controversies concerning 
the future of lower Manhattan. 
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CHAPTER 5 


From Consolation to Legitimation 


ry the existential dimensions of political speechmaking, so vividly evi- 

L dent in the immediate response to the events of September 11, de- 
serve analytic attention on their own terms. National narratives are a 
crucial source of moral and symbolic orientation, especially in times of 
uncertainty or anguish, and they should be understood as such. After Sep- 
tember 11, references to earlier moments of national struggle, including 
Gettysburg, Pearl Harbor, and Normandy—at both implicit and explicit 
levels—rendered the shocking violence comprehensible in familiar terms. 
Indeed, the memory of these decisive moments in the national story im- 
pinged on the events of 9/11 even as they unfolded, giving shape and sig- 
nificance to suffering from its beginnings. Placing the 9/11 dead within 
this heroic legacy affected the “secular transformation of fatality into con- 
tinuity, contingency into meaning” that Anderson identified at the heart 
of national narratives." 

At the same time, however, consolation discourse is also bound up with 
broader political agendas—with the struggles for power and resources 
that are generally understood to be the substance of political life.” In this 
chapter, I take up the relationship between consolation and legitimation. 
Meaning, I show, plays a constitutive role in ongoing political processes; 
the dualistic mode of consolation very clearly helped to constitute the 
“effect flow” of September 11. It is not just that memories of collective suf- 
fering aided political leaders in justifying prefabricated agendas, though 
there is compelling evidence that this was part of the story. Even more, the 
dualistic interpretation of 9/11 helped to define political interests and 
agendas in the first place; these agendas take shape alongside, and indeed 
as part of, the symbolic and existential searching that becomes so pressing 
in the face of adversity. As Olick puts it: “Political meanings and symbols 


are... always simultaneously tools for achieving a purpose, expressions of 
existing identities, and defining frameworks for future interests and iden- 
tities.” In the case of September 11, the symbolism articulated in conso- 
lation speeches not only reconstituted national narratives, but also gave 
way to an encompassing effort known as the “war on terror,” which began 
in Afghanistan and continued in Iraq. 


THE BUSH YEARS 


As I argued in the last chapter, the effort to define American interests and 
articulate a policy agenda in response to September 11 was bound up with 
the task of consolation even in the earliest mourning rituals. When Presi- 
dent Bush interpreted the present in light of the American past, he also 
worked to figure the future, and indeed promises of eventual triumph— 
for instance, his pledge that America would “rid the world of evil”—were a 
central part of his consolation narrative. Moving forward, political leaders 
continued to conceptualize 9/11 in dualistic terms as they sought to define 
and legitimate the “war on terror” before both national and international 
audiences. Moreover, the very image of 9/11—the harrowing memory of 
planes crashing into iconic buildings on a bright Tuesday morning— 
played a central role in official narratives justifying war, and its human 
costs, at times when public support declined. 

The first strikes in the “war on terror” took place in October 2001. Po- 
litical speechmaking in the period leading up to these strikes incorporated 
central themes from consolation discourse to define the nature of the con- 
flict at hand and to imbue it with legitimacy. As early as September 17, 
Bush addressed military officials at the Pentagon, establishing the ground- 
work for the “war on terror” and for its legitimating narrative. 

In this address, the frontier mythology that was implicit in the presi- 
dent’s claims that the struggle ahead was a struggle “for civilization” 
played a more overt role in justifying a violent response to September 11. 
Here, a president who had embraced a “cowboy” image well before 9/11 
redefined the frontier in global terms.* Civilization, he suggested, now 
faced a threat from a “barbaric people” who had “no rules” and knew “no 
borders.” In past wars, there had been “beaches to storm and islands to 
conquer.”® But this time, the United States faced “an enemy that... likes to 
hide and burrow in,” to “hit and [then] hide in some cave somewhere.”’ 
Bush thus constructed the enemy not only as barbaric, but also as less than 
human, akin to an animal that will “hide” or “burrow.”® The fight ahead 
would be analogous to a hunt: “we’re going to smoke ’em out,” he said.? 
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Even as he insisted that this was a new kind of war, Bush nonetheless de- 
fined it using the nation’s oldest mythology: “The American people are 
going to have to be more patient than ever with . . . our combined efforts— 
not just ourselves, but the efforts of our allies—to get ’em running and to 
find em, and to hunt em down.”?® 

Asked by a reporter whether he wanted Osama bin Laden dead, Bush 
called forth the image of vigilante justice in unambiguous terms: “I want 
justice. And there’s an old poster out West, as I recall, that said ‘Wanted: 
Dead or Alive.” ™ Again, although he emphasized the unique challenges of 
combating terrorism, Bush suggested that this undertaking would require 
an old-fashioned kind of violence, alluding to the cowboy’s extralegal pur- 
suit of justice and the moral authority long vested in this mythic figure to 
distinguish right from wrong. Such efforts, he underscored, would far 
transcend the hunt for bin Laden: “this is a long-term battle—war,” he 
said. “Our mission is to battle terrorism, and to join with freedom-loving 
people.”!” 

In the weeks that followed September 11, American leaders worked to 
legitimate a military response before global as well as domestic audiences. 
On October 1, the United Nations General Assembly convened in New 
York City for a special session on terrorism. Among the speakers was 
Mayor Giuliani, whose moral credibility as a representative for New York- 
ers personally affected by September 11 was significant. In this appeal to 
a broad international community, Giuliani echoed Bush’s claim that the 
events of September 11 left no room for neutrality, that the struggle inau- 
gurated on 9/11 was indeed a struggle to preserve civilization itself: 


The evidence of terrorism’s brutality and inhumanity, of its contempt for life 
and the concept of peace is lying beneath the rubble of the World Trade Center, 
less than two miles from where we meet today. Look at that destruction, that 
massive, senseless, cruel loss of human life, and then, I ask you to look in your 
hearts and recognize that there is no room for neutrality on the issue of terror- 


ism. You're either with civilization or with terrorists. 


Indeed, Giuliani claimed that the issue is so clear-cut—“We'’re right and 
they’re wrong,” he said. “It’s as simple as that”— that the perpetrators’ ra- 
tionale did not merit contemplation or an effort at understanding. “Those 
who practice terrorism,” Giuliani argued, “lose any right to have their 
cause understood by decent people and lawful nations.” To support his 
stance, Giuliani once again drew an analogy with the Second World War: 


Love does eventually conquer hate. I believe that; I’m sure you do. 
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But it also needs our help. Good intentions alone are not enough to conquer 
evil. Remember British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain who, armed only 
with good intentions, negotiated with the Nazis and emerged hopeful that he 


had achieved peace in his time. 


Hitler’s wave of terror was only encouraged by these attempts at appeasement. 
At the cost of millions of lives, we’ve learned that words alone, although im- 


portant, are not enough to guarantee peace. It is action alone that counts.'* 


Not only did Giuliani explicitly invoke parallels with World War II, but he 
also intermingled the language of past and present in his effort to under- 
score their similarities (i.e., “Hitler’s wave of terror”). Forging the com- 
parison between the 9/11 perpetrators and Adolf Hitler—understood 


1'4*— Giuliani 


across much of the globe as the ultimate emblem of evi 
sought to undermine calls for dialogue or negotiation, or even reflection 
on the motives that drove the 9/11 perpetrators. They had, he claimed, 
lost “any right to have their cause understood.” In his final lines, Giuliani 
suggested that the 9/11 perpetrators were in some sense less than human: 
“we know this is not a clash of civilizations. It’s a conflict between murder- 
ers and humanity.”* 

Less than a week later, on October 7, Bush announced the first strikes in 
Afghanistan, invoking the dualistic narrative to define the contours of the 
conflict in encompassing terms. “Today we focus on Afghanistan,” Bush 
explained, “but the battle is broader. Every nation has a choice to make. In 
this conflict, there is no neutral ground.”'® The operation, he announced, 
was called “Enduring Freedom”: “We defend not only our precious free- 
doms, but also the freedom of people everywhere to live and raise their 
children free from fear.”’’ At this point, then, the dualistic discourse that 
suffused rituals of public mourning also underwrote state violence. 

These early addresses laid the groundwork for a more expansive “war on 
terror” in which defeating the Taliban would only be the first step. In 
keeping with the dualistic interpretation that Bush and others had artic- 
ulated from the outset, the state’s definition of its enemy continually ex- 
panded in the months and years that followed. Again, the “mission” was 
not simply to retaliate against specific perpetrators or even those who 
aided and abetted their efforts, but to “rid the world of evil” itself. It was 
with this expansive mission in view that the Bush administration began 
to establish a narrative association between September 11 and Iraqi dicta- 
tor Saddam Hussein, and to make the case that Iraq represented the next 
logical front in the war on terror. This argument unfolded in a series of 


public statements in 2002 and early 2003. 
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Consider first the ways in which the dualistic worldview animated 
Bush’s remarks on the so-called “axis of evil” during his January 2002 
State of the Union address. In this speech, Bush asserted that the war in 
Afghanistan had revealed “the depth of our enemies’ hatred”—for in- 
stance, “in videos where they laugh about the loss of innocent life.” In Af- 
ghanistan, he said, the United States had found that “far from ending 
there, our war against terror is only beginning.” He explained: “These en- 
emies view the entire world as a battlefield.” Thus—Bush implied—so, 
too, should the United States and its allies. Bush named North Korea, 
Iran, and Iraq, and declared: “States like these and their terrorist allies 
constitute an axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world.”!* The 
9/11 perpetrators, he suggested, had awakened the nation to much larger 
forces of “evil” at work in the world. The phrase evoked the memory of 


”18__as well as 


World War II—especially through the use of the term “axis 
Reagan’s “evil empire,” and suggested that a global struggle of epic propor- 
tions was once again underway. 

In this address, Bush also celebrated the successes of the war on terror 
to date, portraying American soldiers as liberators of the innocent and 
oppressed. He emphasized especially the impact that the U.S. invasion 
had on Afghan women: “The last time we met in this chamber [on Sep- 
tember 20, 2001], the mothers and daughters of Afghanistan were cap- 
tives in their own homes, forbidden from working or going to school. 
Today women are free and are part of Afghanistan’s new government.””° 
This gendered discourse continued the effort to reassert American agency 
by “remasculinizing” the nation after the wound inflicted on 9/11.” It did 
so by placing the United States in an agentic and indeed heroic (masculine) 
role in liberating passive (female) victims. And the achievements Bush 
highlighted in the process endowed the larger struggle with meaning and 
legitimacy. 

Even if Americans generally accepted that Hussein’s regime was “evil,” 
however, the argument for taking action to topple the Iraqi dictator re- 
quired a new doctrine, a justification for waging preemptive war. Bush ar- 
ticulated this justification in a June 2002 commencement address at West 
Point, arguing that the events of September 11 ushered in an era when 
national security—and indeed the preservation of liberty itself—would at 
times require the nation to strike first. The president situated his argu- 
ment for preemption within a larger Manichean frame, and defended his 
absolutist language—the sharp moral contrasts associated with the dual- 
istic mode—in explicit terms. 

Early in the speech, Bush recalled General George C. Marshall’s words 
to the class of 1942: “We’re determined that before the sun sets on this 
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terrible struggle, our flag will be recognized throughout the world as a 
symbol of freedom on the one hand, and of overwhelming power on the 
other.” Bush elaborated the link between past and present: “History has 
also issued its call to your generation,” he said, suggesting that the class of 
2002 was not only “commissioned to the Armed Forces” but “also commis- 
sioned by history, to take part in a great new calling for their country.” 
Even for all the ways that the present resembled the past, however, its 
differences—the sense of historical rupture Bush had evoked on Sep- 
tember 20, 2001—required transformations in outlook and in foreign 
policy. In this new era, Bush argued, “we face a threat with no precedent.” 
While waging war against America once required “great armies and great 
industrial capabilities,” the “chaos and suffering” of September 11 re- 
quired only “a few hundred thousand dollars in the hands of a few dozen 
evil and deluded men.” Positing that “[t]he gravest danger to freedom lies 
at the perilous crossroads of radicalism and technology,” Bush argued: “If 
we wait for threats to fully materialize, we will have waited too long.” In 
sucha world, “our security will require all Americans to be forward-looking 
and resolute, to be ready for preemptive action when necessary to defend 
our liberty and to defend our lives.”*? There was no explicit cowboy imag- 
ery here, but the assumption that the United States possessed the moral 
insight and authority to discern when violence was justified—bound by 
no external strictures—certainly gestured toward a much older notion of 
vigilante justice.” 

Moreover, Bush said, Americans must also face the mounting threats 
with “firm moral purpose,” a willingness to “speak the language of right 
and wrong.” Here, the president defended the stark, absolutist terms 
within which he apprehended the world: “Different circumstances require 
different methods, but not different moralities,” he said. “Moral truth is 
the same in every culture, in every time, and in every place.”” He offered 
examples of such transcendent moral truths: “Targeting innocent civil- 
ians for murder is always and everywhere wrong. Brutality against women 
is always and everywhere wrong. There can be no neutrality between jus- 
tice and cruelty, between the innocent and the guilty. We are in a conflict 
between good and evil, and America will call evil by its name.” The presi- 
dent’s convictions concerning the nature of good and evil—his position 
on questions of broad existential import—were, he suggested, the pri- 
mary impetus behind his political decision-making. One need not take his 
words at face value in order to affirm the theoretical point that meaning 
and interest are bound up together, and in the end inextricable.” 

In September of 2002, just days before the first anniversary of 9/11, 
members of the Bush administration launched a more forceful effort to 
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articulate their case for a preemptive strike in Iraq.”® The use of the term 
“ground zero” to describe the site in lower Manhattan where the Twin 
Towers once stood already evoked nuclear imagery at an implicit level, and 
indeed the prospect of an actual nuclear attack became a focal point in the 
administration’s case for war. Claiming that Iraq had attempted to acquire 
aluminum tubes designed to enrich uranium, administration officials 
suggested that inaction could bring Americans’ most apocalyptic fears to 
fruition. During an interview on Meet the Press on September 8, Vice Pres- 
ident Dick Cheney said: “we do know, with absolute certainty, that he 
[Hussein] is using his procurement system to acquire the equipment he 
needs in order to enrich uranium to build a nuclear weapon.””? Appearing 
on CNN’s Late Edition the same day, National Security Adviser Condo- 
leezza Rice sought to awaken Americans’ nuclear fears in no uncertain 
terms with words that became a famous sound bite: “we don’t want the 
smoking gun to be a mushroom cloud.”*° Bush echoed the phrase a month 
later, on October 7, in a speech outlining the threat Iraq allegedly posed: 
“Facing clear evidence of peril,” he said, “we cannot wait for the final 
proof—the smoking gun—that could come in the form of a mushroom 
cloud.”*? 

In the midst of this intensifying rhetoric—and the public debate it 
generated—the president marked the first anniversary of September 11 
with a national address from Ellis Island. The Statue of Liberty lit the 
night sky behind him during a carefully choreographed performance.*” 
Against this symbolic backdrop, Bush reiterated the argument that the 
war on terror was a national mission undertaken on behalf of humanity 
writ large; in this commemorative context, he did not mention Iraq spe- 
cifically, but his words were unmistakably intended to bolster his case for 
expanding the war on terror. At the limit, his address evoked the funda- 
mental contrast between light and darkness. 


Tomorrow is September the 12th. A milestone has passed, and a mission goes 
on. Be confident. Our country is strong. And our cause is even larger than our 
country. Ours is the cause of human dignity, freedom guided by conscience 
and guarded by peace. This ideal of America is the hope of all mankind. That 
hope drew millions to this harbor. That hope still lights our way, and the light 


shines in the darkness, and the darkness will not overcome it.** 


The bright symbol of freedom behind the president bolstered his pledge. 
The next day, Bush spoke to the United Nations, recalling “the innocent 
lives taken that terrible morning,” and suggesting the grim possibility 
that the suffering 9/11 wrought could be multiplied.** “With every step 
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the Iraqi regime takes toward gaining and deploying the most terrible 
weapons, our own options to confront that regime will narrow,” he said. 
“And if an emboldened regime were to supply these weapons to terrorist 
allies, then the attacks of September the 11th would be a prelude to far 
greater horrors.”*° 

Bush continued to build his administration’s case for an Iraq war during 
his January 2003 State of the Union. The argument took shape within the 
absolutist framework he had defended at West Point, and it relied on 
overtly establishing a narrative link between Hussein and the memory of 
September 11. In this address, Bush urged Americans to remember that 
“our calling, as a blessed country, is to make this world better.”*° Integral 
in fulfilling this calling was “leading the world in confronting and defeat- 
ing the... evil of international terrorism.”*’ And, in this ongoing struggle, 
“the gravest danger” was at that point “outlaw regimes that seek and pos- 
sess nuclear, chemical and biological weapons.”** Foremost among these 
threats, Bush claimed, was Saddam Hussein. 


Imagine those 19 hijackers with other weapons and other plans, this time 
armed by Saddam Hussein. It would take one vial, one canister, one crate slipped 


into this country to bring a day of horror like none we have ever known.... 


The dictator who is assembling the world’s most dangerous weapons has al- 
ready used them on whole villages, leaving thousands of his own citizens dead, 


blind, or disfigured. 


Iraqi refugees tell us how forced confessions are obtained: by torturing chil- 
dren while their parents are made to watch. International human rights 
groups have catalogued other methods used in the torture chambers of Iraq: 
electric shock, burning with hot irons, dripping acid on the skin, mutilation 


with electric drills, cutting out tongues, and rape. 


If this is not evil, then evil has no meaning.*® 


Juxtaposing the 9/11 hijackers and Saddam Hussein in an imagined 
nightmare scenario, Bush assigned Hussein a clear place in a bifurcated 
world. Hussein became, along with bin Laden, a quintessential emblem of 
the “evil” that the war on terror sought to eradicate. Once again, Bush’s 
conclusion placed the present moment within a cosmic frame that af- 
forded Americans special privileges while also assigning them unique re- 
sponsibilities: “The liberty we prize is not America’s gift to the world; it is 
God’s gift to humanity. We Americans have faith in ourselves, but not in 
ourselves alone. We do not... claim to know all the ways of providence, yet 
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we can trust in them, placing our confidence in the loving God behind all 
of life and all of history.° American forces became agents of a higher 
power, stewards of the “liberty” that is “God’s gift to humanity.” This claim 
is a familiar one in American history—recall, for instance, Truman’s as- 
sertion after the U.S. dropped a nuclear weapon on Hiroshima that the 
United States was a providentially appointed “trustee” of the atomic bomb. 

Shortly after Bush’s State of the Union—on February 5, 2003—U.S. 
Secretary of State Colin Powell addressed the United Nations, delivering 
a speech that would subsequently be understood as a pivotal moment in 
the buildup to the Iraq War. At the time, Powell’s speech added substan- 
tial legitimacy to the case for deposing Hussein. This legitimacy stemmed 
not only from the substantive claims Powell articulated, but perhaps even 
more from the person articulating them: Powell was a well-established 
and well-respected moderate voice who garnered trust from across the 
political spectrum, both within the United States and abroad. In his re- 
marks, Powell confidently asserted that Hussein’s regime was “concealing 
their efforts to produce more weapons of mass destruction,” a crucial 
component in the Bush administration’s case for war.“ Moreover, he de- 
scribed a link between Iraq and al Qaeda, reinforcing Bush’s claim that— 
without military inter vention—Hussein was likely to aid terrorist groups 
in gaining access to these weapons. “Iraq and terrorism go back decades,” 
Powell said. “But what I want to bring to your attention today is the 
potentially much more sinister nexus between Iraq and the al Qaeda 
terrorist network, a nexus that combines classic terrorist organizations 
and modern methods of murder.”* Countering arguments that the con- 
tacts between Hussein and al Qaeda “do not amount to much,” or that 
“Hussein’s secular tyranny and al Qaeda’s religious tyranny do not mix,” 
Powell put his own credibility on the line: “I am not comforted by this 
thought. Ambition and hatred are enough to bring Iraq and al Qaeda to- 
gether, enough so al Qaeda could learn how to build more sophisticated 
bombs and learn how to forge documents; and enough so that al Qaeda 
could turn to Iraq for help in acquiring expertise on weapons of mass 
destruction.” 

Powell focused primarily on relating intelligence information; here, 
symbolism and meaning were clearly secondary. Yet Powell clearly catego- 
rized Hussein in dualistic language, claiming that his “inhumanity has no 


limits” and citing his “utter contempt for human life.”* Ultimately, he 
echoed the sense of historical rupture underlying Bush’s doctrine of pre- 
emption. The events of 9/11 ushered in a new era, and in this new era, it 
became imperative to take a preemptive approach to Iraq: “Leaving 


Saddam Hussein in possession of weapons of mass destruction for a few 
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more months or years is not an option, not in a post-September 11th 
world,” Powell said.*° 

Powell would later express regret for his words, acknowledging that the 
claims he had so forcefully articulated before a global audience were based 
on faulty intelligence. In 2005, after leaving office, he referred to the 
speech as “blot” on his record, adding: “It was painful. It’s painful now.”*® 
At the time, however, the speech was central to the Bush administration’s 
narrative linking Hussein with September 11 and underwriting the 2003 
invasion of Iraq, which began several weeks later. In an address to the 
nation on March 19, Bush announced that “American and coalition forces 
are in the early stages of military operations to disarm Iraq, to free its 
people and to defend the world from grave danger.’ He termed the effort 
“Operation Iraqi Freedom,” and—in its earliest hours—reiterated familiar 
assurances: “My fellow citizens, the dangers to our country and the world 
will be overcome. We will pass through this time of peril and carry on the 
work of peace. We will defend our freedom. We will bring freedom to 
others. And we will prevail.”*® 

It is now well established that top officials within the Bush 
administration—including Vice President Dick Cheney, Defense Secre- 
tary Donald Rumsfeld, and Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz— 
had an explicit interest in toppling Hussein’s regime before the events of 
September 11.*° On this basis, it would perhaps be easy to assume that the 
symbolic politics I have been tracing here were merely epiphenomenal—a 
tool to achieve longstanding, predefined interests: removing Hussein, se- 
curing control over Iraqi oil, establishing the precedent for preemptive or 
“preventive” war in order to further unshackle American power and so- 
lidify the nation’s hegemony in the post-Cold War world. 

Yet we should not dismiss the constitutive power of symbolism too 
quickly. The effect flow of September 11 represents the complex interplay of 
concrete events, preexisting instrumental interests, and the symbolic struc- 
tures that—after all—help to constitute interests in the first place. Even 
before September 11, would war in Iraq have been conceivable without the 
longstanding and deeply entrenched sense of national mission—of the 
United States as a redeemer nation, responsible for liberating the oppressed 
and serving as democracy’s steward on behalf of all humanity? Perhaps the 
Bush administration capitalized cynically on the pain and suffering associ- 
ated with 9/11 in order to achieve a long-established political goal. But the 
goal itself—not to mention the administration’s ability to carry it forward— 
is incomprehensible outside of the national narratives that brought meaning 
to these specific historical challenges. As Smith argues, analysts “should not 
confuse the fact that they find the justifications for the war incredible or 
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manufactured with the theoretical claim that culture is irrelevant.” Quite 
the contrary, “the very effort that went into constructing a meaningful 
groundwork” for the Iraq War “confirms the centrality of storytelling to le- 
gitimacy.”*' The profound and encompassing meaning attached to Sep- 
tember 11— the place that 9/11 assumed in a teleological dualistic narrative, 
and the ways in which this narrative continued to offer consolation amidst 
an enduring sense of collective suffering and national loss—played a sub- 
stantial role in constituting the sequence of events that followed. 

There is, of course, an important distinction between legitimation—the 
efforts to build support for an agenda—and its reception, the popular per- 
ception of legitimacy.” The decision to invade Afghanistan in October 
2001 generated widespread support across the nation, and indeed from 
allies around the globe. British forces joined the campaign from the begin- 
ning, and when the strikes began, Bush announced that Canada, Austra- 
lia, Germany, and France had also pledged to commit forces as the 
operation continued. Domestically, an ABC News/Washington Post poll im- 
mediately after Bush’s September 20 address to Joint Congress found that 
90 percent of respondents supported taking military action against “the 
groups or nations responsible” for the September 11 attacks.** Eighty- 
three percent said they supported military action even “if that meant get- 
ting into a war.”°* And 63 percent supported “a broader war against 
terrorist groups and the nations that support them,” not only those di- 
rectly responsible for September 11.°° Asked whether the United States 
had made a mistake in sending troops to Afghanistan in a November 2001 
Gallup poll, 89 percent said the decision was not a mistake; by January 
2002, the percentage had risen to 93.°° Members of Congress expressed 
overwhelming support for military action when they passed the Sep- 
tember 14, 2001, Authorization for Use of Military Force, a joint resolu- 
tion authorizing the President to “use all necessary and appropriate force 
against those nations, organizations, or persons he determines planned, 
authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist attacks that occurred on 
September 11, 2001, or harbored such organizations or persons.” Only 
one member of Congress—Barbara Lee, a Democrat from California serv- 
ing in the House—voted against the resolution. Popular support waned as 
the conflict wore on: by July 2004, 25 percent of respondents to the Gallup 
poll said the United States had made a mistake, while 72 percent voiced 
continued support for the war in Afghanistan; by March 2013, 44 percent 
said the decision was a mistake, while 51 percent voiced support.” Among 
politicians, too, the war in Afghanistan became a more divisive issue over 
time. But initially, the decision to take military action was overwhelm- 
ingly perceived as legitimate. 
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The decision to invade Iraq—and the Bush administration’s argument 
that Iraq was the next front in the “war on terror”—was far more contro- 
versial from the outset. As I have shown, the claim that Saddam Hussein 
possessed weapons of mass destruction (WMD) provided the basis for the 
narrative association that the administration forged between Iraq and 
9/11: Bush, Powell, and others argued that Hussein would supply WMD to 
al Qaeda or other terrorist organizations, leading to death and destruc- 
tion far greater than that which occurred on September 11. Revelations 
that the weapons programs the administration had described did not, in 
fact, exist thus powerfully undermined subsequent efforts to legitimate 
the ongoing campaign. So, too, did an ongoing insurgency, sectarian vio- 
lence, and reports of U.S. atrocities at the Abu Ghraib prison. The latter 
brought legal memoranda justifying so-called “enhanced interrogation 
techniques” such as sleep deprivation and waterboarding to public atten- 
tion, unsettling the binaries within which the Bush administration por- 
trayed the conflict. The United States, too, perpetrated cruelty, even 
exhibited inhumanity. Recalling the Vietnam era, some commentators on 
the left even inverted the dualistic script, transforming America into “the 
world’s biggest villain,” guided by leaders who abandoned the very demo- 
cratic values they espoused in their quest for power.°® As Michael Rogin 
argues, engaging in “demonology’—creating “monsters . . . by the infla- 
tion, stigmatization, and dehumanization of political foes”—provides jus- 
tification “in the name of battling the subversive, to imitate [one’s] 
enemy.”°? Public commentary underscored these parallels ever more fre- 
quently as time wore on. 

Although domestic debates over the Iraq War were heated from the 
outset, and the invasion was not sanctioned by the U.N. Security Council, 
popular support within the United States was initially fairly high. A Janu- 
ary 2003 Pew Research Center poll found that 68 percent of respondents— 
asked whether they would “favor or oppose taking military action in Iraq 
to end Saddam Hussein’s rule’—said they were in favor. Twenty-five per- 
cent expressed opposition.® In a Gallup poll conducted from March 24 to 
25, 2003—just after the invasion—23 percent of respondents reported 
that the United States had made a mistake in sending troops to Iraq; 75 
percent said the decision was not a mistake.“ Both the House and the 
Senate passed the Iraq War Resolution—formally known as the Authori- 
zation for the Use of Military Force Against Iraq Resolution of 2002—in 
October 2002, though over notable opposition. 

In retrospect, Bush’s May 1, 2003, speech aboard the aircraft carrier 
U.S.S. Abraham Lincoln—now better known as the “mission accomplished” 
speech—came to represent a watershed moment in Iraq War discourse. 
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Prior to the speech, Bush landed on the aircraft carrier in a jet and posed 
while clad in a flight suit for photographs with pilots and crew members. 
The address itself did not contain the words “mission accomplished,” but a 
banner emblazoned with the declaration provided a backdrop for Bush’s 
remarks. In his address, he announced: “Major combat operations in Iraq 
have ended. In the battle of Iraq, the United States and our allies have 
prevailed.”® This victory, Bush argued, marked a decisive moment in the 
war that began on 9/11: 


The battle of Iraq is one victory in a war on terror that began on September the 
11th, 2001, and still goes on. That terrible morning, 19 evil men, the shock 
troops of a hateful ideology, gave America and the civilized world a glimpse of 
their ambitions. They imagined, in the words of one terrorist, that September 
the 11th would be the “beginning of the end of America.” By seeking to turn our 
cities into killing fields, terrorists and their allies believed they could destroy 


this nation’s resolve and force our retreat from the world. They have failed.®* 


To be sure, the president’s performance was compelling to some, espe- 
cially at the time. But as organized resistance began to coalesce in Iraq, 
Bush’s declaration of victory—and the triumphant posture he adopted as 
he delivered the news—quickly came to appear premature. Many com- 
mentators portrayed the event as misguided and overly theatrical: a 
boyish president playing “G.I. Joe,” or emulating Tom Cruise’s character 
from Top Gun in a carefully choreographed moment of “presidential the- 
ater.”® On October 6, 2003, the cover of Time magazine featured a photo- 
graph of a grinning Bush donning his flying gear with the headline: 
“Mission Not Accomplished.” 

The narrative association between Hussein and 9/11 remained ubiqui- 
tous in Bush’s speechmaking as he sought to shore up the war's 
legitimacy—and his own—in the face of steadily declining support. Win- 
ning the war, he claimed, was essential in preventing another violent 
nightmare at home. In a September 2003 address to the nation, Bush re- 
ported that “[w]e are rolling back the terrorist threat to civilization,” and 
that Iraq had become “the central front” in “the war on terror.”®’ Bush 
again underscored America’s special role in the battle between “tyranny” 
and “liberty,” and in leading “the cause of the civilized world.” In closing, 
he recalled the events of two years prior and urged the nation onward: 
“Fellow citizens, we have been tested these past 24 months, and the dan- 
gers have not yet passed. Yet Americans are responding with courage and 
confidence. We accept the duties of our generation. We are active and reso- 
lute in our own defense. We are serving in freedom’s cause, and that is the 
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cause of all mankind.”®* By October 2003, however, public support for the 
war had declined substantially: the percentage of Gallup poll respondents 
who reported that sending troops to Iraq was a mistake had risen to 40.°° 

In December 2005, Bush publicly acknowledged that the intelligence in- 
dicating that Hussein possessed weapons of mass destruction “turned out 
to be wrong.” But in an address from the Woodrow Wilson Center in Wash- 
ington, he maintained that Iraq was a crucial front in the war on terror, and 
he did so by continuing to link the memory of 9/11 with that of Saddam 
Hussein. Citing “the lessons of September the 11th,” Bush asserted that— 
even though the invasion of Iraq was predicated on faulty intelligence— 
“my decision to remove Saddam Hussein was the right decision.””! Toppling 
Hussein’s regime, he indicated, could still be understood within an Amer- 
ican quest to liberate, to spread democracy and foster progress, which took 
on new urgency after September 11. Bush argued: “a liberated Iraq can show 
the power of freedom to transform the Middle East by bringing hope and 
progress to the lives of millions.”” By this point, over half of Americans—52 
percent, according to a December 2005 Gallup poll—viewed the invasion as 
a mistake.” Bush, however, maintained the narrative association with Sep- 
tember 11 to the last. In March 2008, on the fifth anniversary of combat 
operations, Bush claimed that to allow “an American failure in Iraq” would 
require the United States “to ignore the lessons of September the 11th and 
make it more likely that America will suffer another attack like the one we 
experienced that day, a day in which 19 armed men with box cutters killed 
nearly 3,000 people... on our soil.” 

Assimilating the Iraq War into the dualistic 9/11 narrative, then, cer- 
tainly did not imbue it with unquestioned legitimacy, and the connection 
Bush invoked between Iraq and 9/11 was the subject of vigorous public 
criticism and growing dissent. At the same time, however, it is important 
to recall that the assumption of a link was remarkably widespread in the 
American population leading up to the invasion and beyond. In January 
2003, 68 percent of respondents to a poll conducted by the Program on 
International Policy Attitudes (PIPA) and Knowledge Networks reported a 
belief that Iraq played an important role in September 11.” In February 
2003, they followed up with a more nuanced question. While only 20 per- 
cent of respondents asserted that Iraq was directly involved in carrying out 
the September 11 attacks, an additional 36 percent believed that Iraq gave 
substantial support to al Qaeda. Only 7 percent reported the belief that 
there was no connection between Iraq and 9/11 at all.” The presumed con- 
nection between Hussein and 9/11 thus played a crucial role in building 
public support for the invasion, and it continued to influence voters during 
the 2004 presidential election.” 
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A comprehensive assessment of the relationship between political dis- 
course and popular beliefs—between legitimation and legitimacy—is 
beyond the scope of my analysis here.’* It seems clear, however, that the 
dualistic interpretation of September 11 was critical in both defining and 
justifying the “war on terror”—conceived, at the limit, as a battle against 
“evil” writ large. Namely, it provided a plotline within which the decision 
to invade Iraq came to seem—among a sufficient number of political elites 
and a considerable proportion of the American population—a logical and 
indeed even necessary step in a struggle inaugurated on September 11, 
2001. Bush administration goals converged with extant perceptions of 
Saddam Hussein in the population at large, and Hussein’s regime became 
part of the “evil” enemy in a world that left no room for ambiguity or neu- 
trality. Dualistic symbolism and political interests thus reciprocally 
shaped one another, illustrating how moral and symbolic “maps of prob- 
lematic social reality””? help to constitute interest and condition action, 
thereby shaping the effect flow of events. 


THE OBAMA YEARS 


During his second term, Bush was dogged not only by public outcries over 
the Iraq War, but also a series of subsequent crises—especially Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005 and the financial crisis in 2008—that placed his entire 
presidency in question, even among many erstwhile supporters. His suc- 
cessor, Barack Obama, assumed office amidst soaring promises of “hope” 
and “change.” In many ways, the Democratic candidate—widely per- 
ceived as charismatic, eloquent, and thoughtful, though he was also 
deeply polarizing even from the outset—established an image of himself 
as Bush’s foil.®° 

Obama was indeed an outsider in the Washington political scene, 
having ascended to national prominence after a stirring address at the 
Democratic National Convention in 2004. At the time, he was a state sena- 
tor in Illinois; he arrived in Washington to serve in the U.S. Senate only in 
January 2005. Notably, he had publicly opposed the Iraq War from the 
beginning; he pledged throughout his presidential campaign to close the 
U.S. detention camp at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba; and he stated explicitly 
that an Obama administration would “reject torture—without exception 
or equivocation.”*! In an interview with the journalist David Brooks in 
April 2007, candidate Obama revealed his admiration for the theologian 
Reinhold Niebuhr, and in doing so suggested a striking attentiveness to 
the ironic and tragic dimensions of American history. Brooks reflected 
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that the candidate “hates, as Niebuhr certainly would have, the grand 
Bushian rhetoric about ridding the world of evil and tyranny’—yet “he 
also dislikes liberal muddle-headedness on power politics.”® Obama an- 
nounced his candidacy from the steps of the Old State Capitol in Spring- 
field, Illinois, recalling Lincoln; his youth and vigor frequently generated 
comparisons with John F. Kennedy; his March 2008 speech on race elic- 
ited comparisons with Martin Luther King, Jr. For many on the left and 
even at the center, it appeared that a President Obama could “reinvent 
American political culture” at a critical juncture.*? 

Over time, however—as the charismatic candidate became governing 
official and the collective effervescence of the campaign gave way to the 
everyday challenges of democratic politics—Democrats identified pro- 
found continuities between the president’s counterterrorism policies and 
his predecessor's.” Obama ended the so-called “enhanced interrogation 
techniques” employed during the Bush administration, but urged Ameri- 
cans to look ahead to the future rather than reckoning in any formal way 
with the legacies of this policy. In a January 2009 interview on the ABC 
News program This Week, president-elect Obama expressed “a belief that 
we need to look forward as opposed to looking backwards.”®° His pledge to 
close Guantanamo quickly crumbled in the face of political realities. And 
his use of unmanned aircraft, or drones, to carry out targeted killings in 
the war on terror proved especially controversial on the left, prompting 
many supporters to question how much had truly changed since Obama 
assumed office. 

Here, I consider how Obama’s public speechmaking has grappled with 
the two wars he inherited, examining continuities and contrasts between 
his legitimation discourse and that of his predecessor. Obama has clearly 
drawn upon the memory of 9/11 and key tropes from dualistic discourse 
in his efforts to shore up support for the increasingly unpopular war in 
Afghanistan. The ways in which he has grappled with the legacies of Bush’s 
justifications for the Iraq War, however, are more complex. As president, 
Obama has faced the challenge of honoring war sacrifice—and providing 
consolation in the face of continued losses—while also maintaining conti- 
nuity in his own position on Iraq, especially because this position figured 
centrally in his 2008 campaign. In a more general sense, these speeches 
provide a particularly revealing prism onto the interplay between the 
president’s agency and the structure of the institutionalized discourses he 
inherited, revealing the dialogical quality of speech genres. Obama may 
transform the materials he inherited—the narrative link between Hus- 
sein and September 11; the understanding of the Iraq War as another 
chapter in a monumental struggle that began the moment that the first 
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plane hit the north tower—but he must do so in dialogue with these ear- 
lier claims and frames.*® 

Consider first Obama’s speechmaking on the war in Afghanistan. In a 
December 1, 2009, speech at West Point explaining the rationale for a 
troop increase in Afghanistan, Obama invoked the memory of 9/11 to le- 
gitimate the sacrifices that the surge would require: 


it’s important to recall why America and our allies were compelled to fight a 
war in Afghanistan in the first place. We did not ask for this fight. On Sep- 
tember 11th, 2001, 19 men hijacked four airplanes and used them to murder 
nearly 3,000 people. They struck at our military and economic nerve centers. 
They took the lives of innocent men, women and children, without regard to 
their faith or race or station. Were it not for the heroic actions of passengers on 
board one of those flights, they could have also struck at one of the great sym- 


bols of our democracy in Washington and killed many more.®’ 


The justifications Obama called forth here are familiar. The United States 
was compelled to respond militarily to an attack on innocent civilians, the 
implication being that the nation itself is blameless for the events and their 
aftermath in Afghanistan—“We did not ask for this fight.” But the fight 
must be carried through to victory: “I do not make this decision lightly,” 
Obama said. “I make this decision because Iam convinced that our security 
is at stake in Afghanistan and Pakistan. This is the epicenter of violent ex- 
tremism practiced by al Qaeda. It is from here that we were attacked on 
9/11, and it is from here that new attacks are being plotted as I speak.”** 

In this fight, Obama claimed—echoing his predecessor—present-day 
Americans continued the legacy of the World War II generation. “Since the 
days of Franklin Roosevelt and the service and sacrifice of our grandpar- 
ents and great grandparents, our country has borne a special burden in 
global affairs,” he said. “As a country, we’re not as young, and perhaps not 
as innocent, as we were when Roosevelt was president. Yet we are still 
heirs to a noble struggle for freedom. And now we must summon all of our 
might and moral suasion to meet the challenges of a new age.”®? Obama’s 
acknowledgment that the American nation may have lost some of its in- 
nocence is rare for 9/11 discourse—and indeed for American political 
speechmaking in general. But by now it is clear that the larger connection 
he drew between the Second World War and the fight against terrorism is 
an institutionalized feature of the discourse. 

In general, Obama’s rhetoric has been considerably less strident than 
his predecessor’s—he speaks less frequently of “evil,” and at times works 
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quite overtly to complicate the stark binaries through which Bush filtered 
the world. Yet his speeches on Afghanistan remained consonant with 
Bush’s in important ways, apprehending the conflict as a struggle to pre- 
serve freedoms that were assaulted on 9/11 and offering assurance that 
victory was inevitable. “As Americans, weve endured and we've grown 
stronger, and we remain the land of the free only because we are also home 
of the brave,” Obama said in an address at Bagram Air Base in Afghanistan 
in December 2010. “And because of you, I know that once more, we will 
prevail.”°° 

As he brought the Iraq War to its close—combat operations officially 
concluded on August 31, 2010—Obama’s speeches evinced a more compli- 
cated position. Fully understanding the dilemmas Obama faced requires 
revisiting a 2002 speech that he delivered in Chicago, while serving in the 
Illinois Senate. In the speech—which was widely publicized during his 
presidential campaign—Obama unambiguously voiced his support for 
the war in Afghanistan while sharply criticizing the administration’s ar- 
gument for military action in Iraq.’ 


After September 11, after witnessing the carnage and destruction, the dust 
and the tears, I supported this administration’s pledge to hunt down and root 
out those who would slaughter innocents in the name of intolerance, and 
I would willingly take up arms myself to prevent such tragedy from happening 
again. I don’t oppose all wars. ... What I am opposed to is a dumb war. What I 
am opposed to is a rash war. What I am opposed to is the cynical attempt by 
Richard Perle and Paul Wolfowitz and other armchair, weekend warriors in 
this administration to shove their own ideological agendas down our throats, 


irrespective of the costs in lives lost and in hardships borne.” 


Obama concluded his speech with an assertion that the lives lost at war in 
Iraq would be senseless, useless—devoid of the profound meaning associ- 
ated with national sacrifice: 


We may have occasion in our lifetime to once again rise up in defense of our 
freedom, and pay the wages of war. But we ought not—we will not—travel 
down that hellish path blindly. Nor should we allow those who would march 
off and pay the ultimate sacrifice, who would prove the full measure of devo- 


tion with their blood, to make such an awful sacrifice in vain.” 


Here, Obama remediated Lincoln in a different way, in an effort to halt a 
violent confrontation whose bloodshed he believed would be for naught. 
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In an Iraq war, Obama suggested, there would be no consolation for 
combat losses. Death would be meaningless, “in vain.” 

Several years later, as head of state—and as a commander-in-chief 
who continued to send American troops to Iraq in order to bring combat 
operations to a close—Obama faced pressure to both maintain consis- 
tency in the position he had so unmistakably articulated and to honor 
the soldiers who fought and died on the field of battle. Indeed, his task 
was precisely to offer assurance that fallen soldiers did not die “in vain,” 
as he had asserted they would in 2002. But maintaining his own posi- 
tion required that he imbue these losses with meaning without invok- 
ing the narrative association Bush asserted between the Iraq War and 
September 11. 

In a February 2009 speech articulating a strategy for ending the war in 
Iraq, then, Obama overtly acknowledged the controversy the war had gen- 
erated while praising American soldiers for their service: “As a nation, 
we've had our share of debates about the war in Iraq. It has, at times, di- 
vided us as a people. To this very day, there are some Americans who want 
to stay in Iraq longer, and some who want to leave faster. But there should 
be no disagreement on what the men and women of our military have 
achieved.” In order to honor service members, Obama faced an imperative 
to identify in specific terms the cause for which they fought—and in some 
cases, died. Here, he underscored their achievements in toppling Saddam 
Hussein’s regime and laying the groundwork for a sovereign Iraqi democ- 
racy: “I want to be very clear. We sent our troops to Iraq to do away with 
Saddam Hussein’s regime—and you got the job done. We kept our troops 
in Iraq to help establish a sovereign government—and you got the job 
done. And we will leave the Iraqi people with a hard-earned opportunity 
to live a better life. That is your achievement. That is the prospect that you 
have made possible.” 

This achievement, Obama asserted, reflected and embodied the values 
for which Americans have long fought. But he evoked no overt connection 
to “the lessons of September 11.” In his address to the nation marking the 
end of “Operation Iraqi Freedom,” Obama praised the troops, who “have 
served with courage and resolve.” Those who fell in battle “gave their lives 
for the values that have lived in the hearts of our people for over two cen- 
turies,” and “paid a huge price to put the future of Iraq in the hands of its 
people.” In serving, they joined “an unbroken line of heroes that stretches 
from Lexington to Gettysburg, from Iwo Jima to Inchon, from Khe Sanh 
to Kandahar—Americans who have fought to see that the lives of our chil- 
dren are better than our own.” With that, Obama shifted the focus back to 
the ongoing war in Afghanistan. Seeking to shore up support using a 
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familiar narrative before a national public that had grown weary of war, 
Obama reminded his listeners: 


Americans across the political spectrum supported the use of force against 
those who attacked us on 9/11. Now, as we approach our 10th year of combat 
in Afghanistan, there are those who are understandably asking tough ques- 
tions about our mission there. But we must never lose sight of what’s at stake. 
As we speak, al Qaeda continues to plot against us, and its leadership remains 
anchored in the border regions of Afghanistan and Pakistan. We will disrupt, 
dismantle and defeat al Qaeda while preventing Afghanistan from again serv- 


ing as a base for terrorists. 


In Obama’s speechmaking, then, Iraq became part of a more generic 
American tradition of fighting to extend democracy.” The fight in 
Afghanistan—nine years after it began, and beyond—remained an essen- 
tial response to September 11. 

The evening of May 1, 2011, marked a pivotal moment in the 9/11 nar- 
rative and an occasion for Obama to grapple with the event’s legacies 
before a wide audience, both within the United States and beyond. In an 
address to the nation from the White House, Obama announced that a 
U.S. operation had killed Osama bin Laden—“a terrorist,” Obama said, 
“who is responsible for the murder of thousands of innocent men, women 
and children.”*’ After recalling the haunting images of that September 
morning, the generosity and compassion Americans exhibited in the af- 
termath, and the nation’s resolve “to bring those who committed this vi- 
cious attack to justice,” Obama continued: 


The American people did not choose this fight. It came to our shores and 


started with the senseless slaughter of our citizens. ... 


So Americans understand the costs of war. Yet, as a country, we will never 
tolerate our security being threatened, nor stand idly by when our people have 
been killed. We will be relentless in defense of our citizens and our friends and 
allies. We will be true to the values that make us who we are. And on nights like 
this one, we can say to those families who have lost loved ones to al Qaeda’s 


terror: Justice has been done.®® 


With these words, Obama underscored the theme of American innocence— 
the war “came to our shores.” He also echoed one of the central assertions 
underlying Bush’s September 20, 2001, address, in which Bush had pledged: 
“justice will be done.” Yet Obama presented a more circumscribed image of 
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the struggle at hand, and he did little to evoke the grand Manichean terms 
within which Bush apprehended it: even as he condemned “senseless 
slaughter” and pledged to remain vigilant, in this speech, Obama said 
nothing of “evil” or “evildoers”—a notable absence. 

The role of national identity claims—as Obama put it, “the values that 
make us who we are’—was especially powerful in this address: most of all, 
Obama sought to inspire a renewed sense of solidarity and pride in light of 
the operation’s success. In doing so, he recalled the moral unity that 
emerged in the days following September 11: 


tonight, let us think back to the sense of unity that prevailed on 9/11. I know 
that it has, at times, frayed. Yet today’s achievement is a testament to the 


greatness of our country and the determination of the American people. 


The cause of securing our country is not complete, but tonight we are once 
again reminded that America can do whatever we set our mind to. That is the 
story of our history, whether it’s the pursuit of prosperity for our people, or the 
struggle for equality for all our citizens, our commitment to stand up for our 


values abroad, and our sacrifices to make the world a safer place. 


Let us remember that we can do these things, not just because of wealth or 
power, but because of who we are: One nation, under God, indivisible, with li- 


berty and justice for all.°° 


The version of the nation’s constitutive narrative that Obama articulated 
had a different inflection from that which his predecessor regularly told; 
Obama’s speech underscored the quest for “equality” alongside the quest for 
liberty. But he also portrayed current military engagements—especially 
the operation that led to the capture and death of bin Laden—as an expres- 
sion of enduring American values and as a chapter in the nation’s progres- 
sive narrative. Reactions to Obama’s announcement across the nation 
certainly varied. But spontaneous public celebrations—replete with patri- 
otic symbolism—that quickly coalesced in American cities to celebrate the 
news suggest that for many, the operation that killed bin Laden was indeed 
an expression of “who Americans are” and a triumph worth affirming. 
Occurring on the heels of bin Laden’s death, the 10th anniversary of 
September 11 would once again bring interpretive dilemmas. Obama 
faced a presidential obligation to tie together the complex legacies of Sep- 
tember 11, to reflect on the day’s meaning a decade hence and, presum- 
ably, to articulate its relationship to the two wars that followed. On 
September 11, 2011, Obama delivered remarks during an evening cere- 
mony at the Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C. (The ceremony was 
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originally scheduled for the National Cathedral, echoing the September 
14, 2001, national memorial service, but was relocated because the cathe- 
dral had sustained serious damage during an August 2011 earthquake.) 
The events of September 11, Obama suggested, ushered in “a world in 
which evil was closer at hand.” The “strength and resilience” Americans 
exhibited, he said, was “the ultimate rebuke to the hateful killers” who 
struck 10 years before, and he praised the nation’s “resolve to defend its 
citizens, and our way of life.” Obama spoke, that is, in familiar binaries: 


> « 


on this commemorative occasion, he contrasted the perpetrators’ “evil” 
and “hate” with American “strength” and “resolve,” and claimed that the 
events of 9/11 were an attack on cherished values—“our way of life.” And 
he honored the sacrifices of American soldiers in the two wars that fol- 
lowed, asserting their place in the ever-unfolding national narrative: 
“This land pulses with the optimism of those who set out for distant 
shores, and the courage of those who died for human freedom,” Obama 
said. “Decades from now, Americans will visit the memorials to those who 
were lost on 9/11. They will run their fingers over the places where the 
names of those we loved are carved into marble and stone, and wonder at 
the lives they led. Standing before the white headstones in Arlington, and 
in peaceful cemeteries and small-town squares in every corner of our 
country, they will pay respects to those lost in Afghanistan and Iraq.” 
Obama gestured toward, but never explicitly asserted, a connection be- 
tween Iraq and September 11. “And they will know that nothing can break 
the will of a truly United States of America.” 

Even as he projected triumph, however, Obama concluded with reflec- 
tions that evinced humility as well as pride. “They will be reminded that 
we are not perfect, but our democracy is durable, and that democracy— 
reflecting, as it does, the imperfections of man—also gives us the oppor- 
tunity to perfect our union,” Obama said. “That is what we honor on days 
of national commemoration—those aspects of the American experience 
that are enduring, and the determination to move forward as one 
people.”!° While he contrasted American goodness with the evil that had 
erupted on September 11, then, Obama also called upon his fellow citi- 
zens to strive for better, suggesting that perfecting the union remained an 
unfinished task. 

As the war in Afghanistan—and the 


« 


‘war on terror” more broadly 
conceived—went on, public pressure would lead the president to reflect in 
more detail on the nation’s shortcomings and imperfections. Drone strikes, 
and the civilian casualties they inflicted, became an increasingly salient 
source of controversy, and Obama’s failure to close Guantanamo haunted 
his administration. In May 2013, Congress revisited the Authorization for 
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the Use of Military Force that had—for nearly 12 years—served as the 
justification for U.S. counterterrorism efforts abroad. What were the 
boundaries around this enduring conflict, and when would it end? 

Shortly after, Obama addressed these issues in a speech at National 
Defense University that signaled a change of course at both pragmatic and 
symbolic levels. Obama’s speech, like so much American political dis- 
course since 2001, included in its introductory lines a harrowing depiction 
of September 11, recalling the devastation that had, according to this nar- 
rative, shattered hopes for peace in a post-Cold War world: 


with the collapse of the Berlin Wall, a new dawn of democracy took hold 
abroad and a decade of peace and prosperity arrived here at home. And for a 
moment it seemed the 21st century would be a tranquil time. And then on 
September 11th, 2001, we were shaken out of complacency. Thousands were 
taken from us as clouds of fire and metal and ash descended upon a sun-filled 
morning. This was a different kind of war. No armies came to our shores, and 
our military was not the principal target. Instead, a group of terrorists came 


to kill as many civilians as they could. 


Yet Obama continued not with a call to renew or intensify the war effort, 
but instead with reflections on the consequences of the U.S. response to 
that traumatic scene. “We have now been at war for well over a decade,” he 
said. “What is clear is that we quickly drove al Qaeda out of Afghanistan, 
but then shifted our focus and began a new war in Iraq. And this carried 
significant consequences for our fight against al Qaeda, our standing in 
the world, and, to this day, our interests in a vital region.” In the effort to 
“prevent terror” after 9/11, Obama acknowledged, there were cases where 
“I believe we compromised our basic values—by using torture to interro- 
gate our enemies, and detaining individuals in a way that ran counter to 
the rule of law.” The time had come “to ask ourselves hard questions about 
the nature of today’s threats and how we should confront them.” 

In addressing these “hard questions,” Obama proposed a profound shift 
in orientation, invoking the familiar language of evil yet beginning to dis- 
mantle the encompassing teleological narrative that originally gave shape 
to the “war on terror.” “We must define the nature and scope of this strug- 
gle, or else it will define us,” Obama said, citing “James Madison’s warning 
that ‘no nation could preserve its freedom in the midst of continual war- 
fare.”!°! While Bush had declared on September 14, 2001, that America’s 
“responsibility to history” was to “answer these attacks and rid the world 
of evil,”'°? Obama suggested, 12 years later, that such a pledge would be 
impossible to fulfill. 
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“Neither I nor any president can promise the total defeat of terror. We 
will never erase the evil that lies in the hearts of some human beings nor 
stamp out every danger to our open society,” he said. “But what we can do, 
what we must do, is dismantle networks that pose a direct danger to us and 
make it less likely for new groups to gain a foothold, all the while maintain- 
ing the freedoms and ideals that we defend.” Adopting sucha strategy would 
require making “decisions based not on fear, but on hard-earned wisdom.” 

Addressing the contentious issue of drone policy, Obama acknowledged 
the civilian casualties that had resulted from U.S. strikes, stating plainly 
that “no words or legal construct can justify” such losses for families, though 
maintaining his stance that these strikes were, at times, the best way to 
avoid “far more civilian casualties.” When he addressed the detention of 
terrorist suspects, however, Obama called for a more significant shift in 
policy, and he did so on symbolic grounds. History, he said, “will cast a harsh 
judgment on this aspect of our fight against terrorism and those of us who 
fail to end it.” Citing the ongoing hunger strike at Guantanamo Bay, where 
detainees involved in the protest were force-fed, Obama asked: “Is this who 
we are? Is that something our founders foresaw? Is that the America we 
want to leave our children?” He answered: “Our sense of justice is stronger 
than that.” While “freedom” had long been the core American value at the 
heart of 9/11 discourse, here, Obama reflected on its relationship to that 
other foundational ideal of justice. In doing so, he quoted the judge who 
sentenced Richard Reid, the so-called “shoe bomber” who unsuccessfully at- 
tempted to detonate explosives packed into his shoes on a December 22, 
2001, American Airlines flight from Paris to Miami. “In sentencing Reid, 
Judge William Young told him, ‘the way we treat you is the measure of our 
own liberty... . [H]e went on to point to the American flag that flew in the 
courtroom. “That flag, he said, ‘will fly there long after this is all forgotten. 
That flag still stands for freedom.” 

It was time, Obama suggested, to move beyond the pain inflicted on 
that bright September morning. “America, we have faced down dangers 
far greater than al Qaeda,” he said, citing “slavery and Civil War, and fas- 
cism, and communism.” More recently, Americans had exhibited resil- 
ience in the face of the “painful recession, mass shootings, [and] natural 
disasters” that had punctuated his own years in office. Though these 
events “shook our communities to the core,” they “could not come close to 
breaking us.” Obama recalled the words of Lauren Manning, who escaped 
the World Trade Center on September 11 but suffered severe burns over 
about 80 percent of her body: “That’s my reality. I put a Band-Aid on it, 
literally, and I move on.” And he declared that America needs “a strategy 


anda politics that reflects this resilient spirit.” 1°’ 
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Obama’s call to “put a Band-Aid on it” and “move on” contrasts sharply 
with the exhortations—pervasive within political discourse but also 
ubiquitous in popular representations of 9/11—to “always remember” 
or “never forget.”!°4 Indeed, even as Bush sought to transform the na- 
tion’s grief and sorrow into anger and resolve, and even as collective 
mourning rituals gave way to retaliation, an ongoing sense of trauma 
and loss—a conviction that the wound left by 9/11 was indelible— 
continued to permeate political speechmaking. The collective suffering 
associated with September 11 thus remained “painfully present,”’° 
and—despite vigorous efforts to reconcile the events of 9/11 with ca- 
nonical American narratives—the collectivity remained, in many ways, 
unable to move forward in time beyond that harrowing moment. Bush 
encapsulated this sense of collective trauma in a speech to the United 
Nations General Assembly in November 2001, when he explained: “for 
the United States of America, there will be no forgetting September the 
11th. . . . We will remember the fire and ash, the last phone calls, the 
funerals of the children.”?°° Again, even Obama’s May 2013 speech re- 
ferred to the “clouds of fire and metal and ash” that “descended upon a 
sun-filled morning” and ushered in a new era. In chapter 7, I take up the 
issue of cultural trauma in more detail. For now, though, it is worth 
noting that an enduring and widespread sense that September 11 left an 
indelible wound on the American body politic figured centrally within 
legitimation discourse; Obama’s call to “move on” thus marked a signifi- 
cant departure from previous political speechmaking. 

A year later, in a May 2014 commencement address at West Point, the 
president continued the call for a more measured—and arguably less 
traumatized—response to the challenge of terrorism. “[T]o say that we 
have an interest in pursuing peace and freedom beyond our borders is not 
to say that every problem has a military solution,” Obama said. “Since 
World War II, some of our most costly mistakes came not from our re- 
straint but from our willingness to rush into military adventures without 
thinking through the consequences, without building international sup- 
port and legitimacy for our action, without leveling with the American 
people about the sacrifices required.”!”” He identified no specific examples, 
but this rendering makes possible an understanding of Iraq as another 
Vietnam: a memory that calls forth reflection and, often, regret rather 
than satisfaction and pride. “As General Eisenhower, someone with hard- 
earned knowledge on this subject, said at this ceremony in 1947, ‘War is 
mankind’s most tragic and stupid folly; to seek or advise its deliberate 
provocation is a black crime against all men,” Obama said.’”° Just a few 
weeks later, the news of a violent offensive by a group known as the 
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Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)—which captured the city of Mosul in 
Iraq on June 10—raised the specter of Vietnam more powerfully, and 
made clear that the legacies of September 11 were still unfolding. On the 
eve of the 13th anniversary of 9/11, Obama delivered an address to the 
nation reiterating the claim that “[wle can’t erase every trace of evil from 
the world” while also authorizing a major expansion of the campaign 
against ISIS. “This is a core principle of my presidency: If you threaten 
America, you will find no safe haven,” he said.1°° 

It thus remains to be seen to what extent, and in what ways, these sym- 
bolic shifts will reorient the effect flow of 9/11. The speechmaking I exam- 
inedin this chapter, however, makes clear that consolation discourse—the 
effort to interpret calamity, to articulate the moral and existential signif- 
icance of collective suffering—plays a considerable role in shaping the tra- 
jectories of historical events. In the next chapter, I return to consolation 
discourse in a more delimited sense. The commemorative rituals that have 
become so ubiquitous in our current cultural and historical moment, I 
show, are oriented centrally toward the interpretive and existential mat- 
ters that define the consolation genre. Here, too, dualistic themes rever- 
berated powerfully. Yet the effort to memorialize the 9/11 dead would 
also give way to alternate interpretations, reconstructions of the event 
that unsettled dualism’s binary structure and chipped away at its progres- 
sive teleology. 
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CHAPTER 6 


Consolation and Commemoration 


Tn the years that follow national crises, political consolation not only re- 
J_verberates in other genres of political speechmaking, but also continues 
in commemorative rituals. In this chapter, I examine discourse from the 
annual ceremonies held at the three September 11 crash sites: the Penta- 
gon, Shanksville, and the World Trade Center. These rituals, I argue, extend 
the effort to provide symbolic and existential orientation in light of disrup- 
tive events that continued to evoke a sense of national suffering as time 
wore on. The cultural expectation that political leaders offer consolation, 
then, helps to explain the special salience of commemorations focused on 
trauma and atrocity in our current moment. The quest for consolation, and 
for interpretations that anchor recent episodes of national suffering within 
a much longer collective narrative, is the very impulse behind such rituals. 

In addition to illuminating these broad theoretical matters, 9/11 com- 
memorations also complicate the dualistic account of an epic confronta- 
tion between freedom and fear, good and evil that emerged in the 
immediate aftermath of the event. At the Pentagon and in Shanksville, 
speakers have largely echoed the dualistic mode of political consolation. 
Yet the confrontation with the specific events that transpired in these 
sites has also given way to subtle but significant moments of “contamina- 
tion” or “hybridization’—when speakers break with the dominant dis- 
course.' Even more, in lower Manhattan, local officials have orchestrated 
commemorative rituals that depart decisively from the dualistic mode. 
Eschewing political speechmaking altogether, officials have relied on ex- 
isting texts, primarily poetry and literature, as focal points for anniver- 
sary ceremonies that embrace a more tragic orientation to September 11. 

Together, these departures from the dualistic mode enable what the liter- 
ary critic Michael André Bernstein terms “sideshadowing.” Sideshadowing, 


Bernstein explains, devotes explicit “attention to the unfulfilled or unreal- 
ized possibilities of the past,” thus serving as “a way of disrupting the affirma- 
tions of a triumphalist, unidirectional view of history.’ Bernstein contrasts 
sideshadowing with the more familiar technique of foreshadowing: “Against 
foreshadowing, sideshadowing champions the incommensurability of the 
concrete moment and refuses the tyranny of all synthetic master-schemes; it 
rejects the conviction that a particular code, law, or pattern exists, waiting to 
be uncovered beneath the heterogeneity of human existence.”* Sideshadow- 
ing recognizes that history, and its interpretation, is indeterminate. As such, 
it lingers over unrealized—or not-yet-realized—possibilities rather than 
projecting teleologies. In this spirit, the commemorative discourses I ex- 
amine in this chapter reveal alternate ways of constructing and interpreting 
the events that transpired on September 11, 2001, and provide a foundation 
for contemplating how these alternate interpretations might have altered the 
effect flow of these events. 


REMEMBERING 9/11 AT THE PENTAGON AND SHANKSVILLE 


During anniversary observances at the crash sites, politicians continue 
the effort that began almost as soon as the news broke, working to offer 
consolation to both the nation as a whole and the individuals who experi- 
enced personal losses on 9/11. But they generally do so with reference to 
the more specific and delimited events that transpired at each site: their 
task is to memorialize the people who died in that very place on September 
11, 2001. At the Pentagon and in Shanksville, speakers have relied on two 
distinct rhetorical approaches to assimilate the particular events that oc- 
curred at these sites into the dualistic frame. The first is to cast the events 
of 9/11 as early battles in a war; the 9/11 dead are thus understood as 
analogous to fallen soldiers. The second is to draw a sharp moral contrast 
between “evil” perpetrators and their “innocent” victims; the 9/11 losses 
take on meaning in the ensuing struggle to overcome the evil manifest on 
9/11, on behalf of the innocent dead. Speakers’ efforts to fit the events 
they memorialize into the dualistic discourse have not, however, been 
seamless. 


The 9/11 Dead as Fallen Soldiers 


The effort to construct the 9/11 dead as fallen soldiers began almost im- 
mediately, in Giuliani’s speeches memorializing rescue workers who 
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perished at the World Trade Center. Within this narrative, the dead become 
combatants who played an agentic role in an ongoing struggle. Accord- 
ingly, in Shanksville commemorations, the passengers and crew of Flight 
93 become “America’s first defenders,” “heroes who made the ultimate sac- 
rifice,” as Pennsylvania Governor Mark Schweiker put it in 2002.* They are 
understood as citizen-soldiers, “minutemen and women,’ as Colin Powell 
asserted in 2009.° Similarly, at the Pentagon in 2003, Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff Richard Myers characterized the dead as “heroes” who 
“gave their lives.” When he dedicated the Pentagon memorial in 2008, 
Bush celebrated “the heroes of 9/11,” and pledged—in “this hallowed 
place”—to “never forget their sacrifice.”’ 

The interpretation of 9/11 as an inaugural battle (or battles) in the war 
on terror attributes distinctively nationalistic motives to the dead. Not 
only did they offer their lives in an act of sacrifice, but they also did so in 
order to preserve the nation and—especially—its commitment to human 
liberty. Speaking at Shanksville in 2002, Homeland Security Advisor Tom 
Ridge referred to the Flight 93 passengers and crew as “America’s 21st 
century patriots,” and claimed that they “were armed with .. . a big idea. 
Freedom is something worth defending.”® Their actions, Ridge declared in 
2004, constituted “their last loving embrace to their nation.”® At the Pen- 
tagon in 2003, Defense Secretary Rumsfeld suggested that the nation had 
been fortunate to have “a long, unbroken line of patriotic defenders who 
rise up from this land we call America and take their place on freedom’s 
walls.”!° The 9/11 dead joined that lineage: “And so today,” Rumsfeld said, 
“let us remember all those who died in New York, in Pennsylvania, here at 
the Pentagon, in the mountains of Afghanistan, in the deserts of Iraq. And 
let us recommit ourselves to their cause and to our mission: the triumph 
of freedom over tyranny.” ™ 

It is, of course, true that some of those who perished, particularly at the 
Pentagon, were service members. But a majority—129 of the 184 who died 
at the Pentagon—were not. Even those who were members of the armed 
forces had not self-consciously entered battle as they made their way to 
the Pentagon that Tuesday morning. And Flight 93—-whose passengers 
and crew have overwhelmingly been memorialized in language that is 
typically reserved for fallen soldiers—was no military target, but an ordi- 
nary commercial flight. The interpretation of these events as early battles 
in a war thus requires considerable interpretive work—and analogical or 
metaphorical reasoning—to articulate. 

Rumsfeld’s remarks during a September 12, 2002, memorial at the Tomb 
of the Unknown Soldier illustrate this interpretive labor. The ceremony 
honored all the Pentagon dead, but it focused especially on memorializing 
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five individuals for whom no remains had been identified. Though the dead 
were not “unknown,” their families had been denied a traditional burial 
because their physical remains had not been recovered. 

In his address, Rumsfeld reflected at length on the parallels between 
the individuals he memorialized and those traditionally memorialized by 
the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. 


Those we honor today died here at home, not on a faraway battlefield. Indeed, 


they died within view of this cemetery. 


Yet they did die on a battlefield, and that battlefield tells us a good deal about 
the war we are in, this first war of the 21st century. Their attackers said they 
died because they were Americans. Put another way, they died because they 
were part of a nation that believes in freedom. They died because they lived 
according to a generous creed as is written of life, liberty and the pursuit of 


happiness. ... 


We also know that those we honor today died because of an institution that 
is a symbol of this generous creed and way of life—a symbol of military 
power, to be sure, but of power used to right wrong, to do good, to help 
achieve a more perfect day, when nations might live in peace. But until that 
time comes, the events of September 11th remind us that the forces of free- 
dom are locked in a new type of struggle with those who oppose all that our 


freedom represents. ... 


While there’s nothing one of us can do to bring back these loved ones, we can 
celebrate who they were, how they lived their lives, and remember how their 
lives were lost in a struggle dedicated to the eternal truth of freedom and the 
human spirit.” 

Despite the differences between the 9/11 dead and the unknown sol- 
diers with whom they were honored, Rumsfeld posited that the cause in 
which they perished was continuous; he located its origins in the Decla- 
ration, referring to “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Rumsfeld 
made the linkage with unknown soldiers explicit as he concluded his 
remarks: 


This day these five join the unknown of past wars, even as we pursue the war 
that is still unfolding. Known and unknown, those resting here were bound in 
a brotherhood by their heritage. Soldier and civilian alike, they were dedicated 
to the cause of freedom. Young and old, their lives and their deaths gave birth 
to a new pride and patriotism that has rekindled the flame of freedom across 
this land.” 
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Anderson argues that “tombs of Unknown Soldiers” are the most “ar- 
resting emblems of the modern culture of nationalism.”'* More than any 
other symbols, he suggests, they represent the “secular transformation of 
fatality into continuity, contingency into meaning” that the imagined 
community of the nation provides.” These “arresting emblems,” in other 
words, are among the most powerful sources of consolation in the face of 
loss, offering the transcendent meaning within which seemingly sense- 
less deaths take on purpose and significance. In this September 12, 2002, 
ceremony, Rumsfeld argued resolutely that the 9/11 deaths share the na- 
tional meaning associated with the deaths of the unknown soldiers hon- 
ored in such places, that they exhibited a common dedication to “the cause 
of freedom.”'6 

In Shanksville, there is no such symbolism to bolster speakers’ claims. 
The site is a rural field that, prior to 9/11, had no particular national signif- 
icance. Here, the pervasive comparison with another rural Pennsylvania 
landscape has been central in constructing the crash site as a battlefield. 
As Pennsylvania Senator Arlen Specter put it on the fifth anniversary: 
“One hundred and forty-three years ago, about a hundred miles to the east, 
President Lincoln on the Gettysburg battlefield said: “The world will little 
note, nor long remember what we say here, but could [sic] never forget what 
they did here. These words are especially applicable here today.’’’ Time 
and again, commemorative speakers have constructed Shanksville as a 
contemporary Gettysburg. In 2009, Powell wove quotations from Lincoln’s 
address into a speech that evoked a lineage of patriotic sacrifice stretching 
from Lexington and Concord to Shanksville. “We must never forget what 
they did here as they struck the first blow in this battle against terrorism,” 
Powell said.’*® To honor the dead, he suggested, the living must take up the 
cause for which they sacrificed—a cause continuous with Lincoln’s. 


Let us never forget Lincoln’s closing sentence: “that from these honored dead 
we take increased devotion to the cause for which they gave the last full meas- 
ure of devotion—that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have 
died in vain; that this nation under God shall have a new birth of freedom; and 
that government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish 


from the earth.” 


Powell concluded with a pledge that embodies the dualistic spirit: “We will 
prevail over the forces of darkness and remain faithful to all that Abra- 
ham Lincoln said this nation stood for.””° Once again, Lincoln’s words, re- 
mediated in a distant context, transformed the dead into fallen soldiers 
whose deaths would give new life to their nation and its cherished ideals. 
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The 9/11 Dead as Innocent Victims 


The second rhetorical approach emphasizes instead the fundamental op- 
position between “evil” perpetrators and “innocents” murdered. Speakers 
acknowledge the pain that mourners feel, but pledge that the sacrifices of 
American service members in the aftermath of September 11 will ensure 
that those who perished “did not die in vain,” as Bush put it at the Penta- 
gon in 2002.” This strategy is more pervasive at the Pentagon than in 
Shanksville. Unlike Flight 93, those aboard American Airlines Flight 77, 
which crashed into the Pentagon, had no news of other hijackings to guide 
their response. Any heroic narratives from the day’s events were confined 
to the aftermath, the effort to preserve as much human life as possible. 

In this interpretation, the 9/11 dead may not have made conscious 
sacrifices, but—as Bush explained in his 2002 address—their loss “moved 
a nation to action in a cause to defend other innocent lives across the 
world” and “set in motion the first great struggle of a new century.”*” Win- 
ning the war on terror, then, becomes the only way to adequately honor 
the 9/11 dead. Defense Secretary Robert Gates sounded this theme clearly 
at the Pentagon in 2007: “We . . . will stop at nothing to defend this nation, 
its citizens and our values. .. . It is a duty to those who perished here six 
years ago.”” Indeed, in this interpretation, giving up the fight would result 
in the loss of more innocent life: “the fight for freedom continues,” Rums- 
feld said at the Pentagon in 2003, “because we know that if we do not fight 
the terrorists over there in Iraq, in Afghanistan and across the world, then 
we will have to face them here, and many more innocent men, women and 
children, as well as the patriots defending them, will perish.”™ 

The opposition between “evil” and “innocence” in these commemora- 
tive speeches, then, dovetails with Bush’s assertion—common in his legit- 
imation discourse—that U.S. military operations abroad serve to protect 
innocent citizens (especially women and children) victimized by ruling 
regimes. It also reinforces the fundamental moral opposition between an 
innocent nation and violent perpetrators who appear even more malevo- 
lent for having struck the blameless. At the same time, the commitment to 
strike back in memory of the dead restores agency to the United States as 
defender of those who were powerless to protect themselves. 


SLIPPAGE, CONTAMINATION, AND HYBRIDIZATION 


Speakers occasionally stumble as they work to interpret the complex 
events of September 11, to render a disorienting set of occurrences 
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comprehensible by placing them within recognizable cultural codes and 
familiar collective narratives. As Wagner-Pacifici argues, the memorializa- 
tion process involves an ongoing “dialectic... between socially consequen- 
tial events and cultural codes.”*° Events are only encoded through the 
efforts of entrepreneurs, “but the event/code fit is existentially, if not 
chronologically prior.””° The fit between event and code is thus “not a once- 
and-for-all kind of thing”; it is subject to “constant adjustments as events 
and codes undergo internal elaborations and/or external pressures.””’ 
Much as the dualistic mode has predominated at the Pentagon and in 
Shanksville, this discourse is occasionally punctuated by theoretically sig- 
nificant departures. These departures, along with the very different com- 
memorative mode that took shape in Manhattan, complicate my portrait 
of September 11 memory; in the process, they offer crucial theoretical and 
historical insight, providing a foundation for sideshadowing. 


Slippage and Contamination 


At times, a speaker’s struggle to place events within intelligible cultural 
codes results in discourse contamination.*® No single discourse, Wagner- 
Pacifici explains, is capacious enough to encompass the complexities of 
real-world events: “Thus an analyst will inevitably find alien images, sty- 
listic flourishes, unanticipated lexical features, and so forth embedded 
within a given discourse that promises an intact, whole-cloth world- 
view.” This insight is especially relevant in the case of an ambiguous and 
multifaceted event such as September 11. Indeed, while September 11 is 
generally understood as a single event, in reality, it encompassed a number 
of distinct, though certainly interconnected, occurrences spanning sev- 
eral sites. Attention to discourse contamination illuminates complexity 
and multiplicity that official narratives often obscure. 

At a most basic level, speakers’ words sometimes evince confusion over 
how to categorize and portray the dead. That is, images of the dead as 
brave combatants are occasionally juxtaposed with images of the dead as 
innocent victims, raising questions about the appropriateness of cultural 
codes that are often taken for granted. As a small but telling example, con- 
sider Admiral Michael Mullen’s statement during the 2008 commemora- 
tion at the Pentagon, which combines the image of innocent (passive) 
victims and the notion of (active) sacrifice: “Today we honor the sacrifice 
of innocent civilians who perished here.”*° 

Such confusion or contradiction is also apparent in grammatical 
shifts—namely, when speakers oscillate between active and passive verbs 
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as they describe the 9/11 deaths. At times, speakers move subtly, perhaps 
even inadvertently, between the image of the dead as combatants will- 
ingly sacrificing in a cause and the image of the dead as innocent victims 
whose lives were extinguished suddenly and unjustly. Again, speakers’ ap- 
parent uncertainty sheds light on complexities that these officials rarely 
acknowledge in explicit terms. For instance, during a December 11, 2001, 
ceremony at the Pentagon, Richard Myers said: “Those who lost their lives 
in this building and the innocent passengers and crew members on the 
aircraft were among the first to give their life in this . . . global war on ter- 
rorism, but certainly not the last.”*' This same slippage was once again 
evident in Myers’s remarks on the second anniversary, in 2003: 


The Nobel Prize-winning American author, William Faulkner, said, “I believe 
that man will not merely endure; he will prevail. He is immortal because he 


has a soul, a spirit capable of compassion and sacrifice and endurance.” 


The patriots who lost their lives in the Pentagon on 11 September embody 
that spirit. They are all heroes, not just because they gave their lives, but be- 
cause they lived their lives as free Americans, and many in service to their 


country.... 


Those who lost their lives in the Pentagon two years ago were aircrew mem- 
bers, innocent passengers, inside the Pentagon, officers and enlisted, active 
duty and reserve, civil servants, contractors. ... But they were all dedicated to 


serving our nation and defending our freedoms... . 


And in memory of all those killed at the Pentagon two years ago, we will not 


merely endure; we will prevail.” 


Did the people who perished in the Pentagon lose their lives, or give their 
lives? Myers explicitly claimed that the 9/11 deaths were sacrifices. Yet in 
shifting from active to passive constructions (e.g., “lost,” “killed”), he 
subtly implied that those who perished had little agency. Attending to 
these subtle shifts illuminates the complexity of the event (events?) he 
memorialized, the difficulty of comprehending it (them?) within extant 
cultural codes. 

Similarly, during the 2005 commemoration in Shanksville, Attorney 
General Alberto Gonzales articulated the claim that the Flight 93 deaths 
were “innocent lives taken by incredible evil” and then—merely a few lines 
later—heralded the passengers and crew who “sacrificed their lives for 
others.”** Later in his address, he acknowledged—though only fleetingly— 
that claims about the values motivating the uprising aboard Flight 93 
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remain speculative: “it’s comforting to remember those terrifying mo- 
ments in the context of the things that make America such a wonderful 
place to live. After all, it’s the protection of those cherished ideals—I 
imagine—that provided the courage necessary to overtake that cockpit.”** 
Like the categorical and grammatical shifts I have just described, Gonza- 
les’s brief moment of overt speculation complicates the standard war frame 
that so powerfully underwrites dualistic vocabularies of consolation. 


Hybridization 


While moments of discourse contamination generally occur “only in so- 
called marginal moments, in socially unconscious leaks in texts and 
speeches,” discourse hybridization is more conscious. Hybridization refers 
to “a practical acknowledgment of the incompleteness, the partiality of a 
given discursive formation” that “involves discursive self-critique and an 
openness to other discourses.” Ultimately, it aims toward “the deinstitu- 
tionalization of discourse.” Hybridization, with its reflective and indeed 
even subversive qualities, is more rare than the discourse contamination 
that occurs “behind the backs of the very speakers.”*° Yet its relative rarity 
belies its theoretical significance. 

Consider, for instance, former president Bill Clinton’s address on Sep- 
tember 10, 2011, during the dedication ceremony for the Flight 93 Na- 
tional Memorial. In his remarks, Clinton reflected at length on the 
distinction between willing combatants and the passengers and crew of 
Flight 93 who fought to overtake their hijackers. “There has always been a 
special place in the common memory for people who deliberately, know- 
ingly, certainly laid down their lives for other people to live,” Clinton said. 
One such example, he noted, is the Alamo: “those people knew they were 
going to die. But the time they bought and the casualties they inflicted in 
the cause of freedom allowed the whole idea of Texas to survive.”** He 
then delved deeper into history: 


The first such great story I have been able to find that reminds me of all your 
loved ones, however, occurred almost 2,500 years ago. When the Greek king 
of Sparta facing a massive, massive Persian army took 300 of his finest sol- 
diers to a narrow pass called Thermopylae. There were thousands upon thou- 
sands upon thousands of people. They all knew they were going to die. He told 
them that when they went. And the enemy said we’re going to fill the air with 
so many arrows that it will be dark. And the Spartans said, fine, we will fight 
in the shade. And they all died. 
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But the casualties they took and the time they bought saved the people they 
loved. This is something different. For at the Alamo and at Thermopylae, they 
were soldiers, they knew what they had to do. Your loved ones just happen[ed] 


to be ona plane. 


With almost no time to decide, they gave the entire country an incalculable 
gift. They saved the capitol from attack. They saved god knows how many lives. 
They saved the terrorists from claiming the symbolic victory of smashing the 


center of American government. And they did it as citizens.” 


Clinton grappled overtly with the complexity of the events that occurred 
aboard Flight 93, and the challenges they pose for commemoration. On 
the one hand, he compared the Flight 93 passengers and crew with 
combatants—the soldiers at the Alamo and at Thermopylae, he said, 
“[remind] me of all your loved ones.” On the other hand, however, he also 
drew a distinction between the actions that the passengers and crew took 
on Flight 93 and the willing sacrifices of soldiers: “This is something dif- 
ferent. ... Your loved ones just happen|[ed] to be on a plane.” 

In Clinton’s remarks, the gift tendered by Flight 93 is still portrayed in 
nationalistic terms. The actions of those aboard protected a national 
symbol, and Clinton claimed that “they did it as citizens’—failing, in line 
with the prevailing commemorative mode, to acknowledge that two of the 
passengers were not, in fact, citizens at all, that understanding their 
deaths surely required a vocabulary other than nationalism. But there was 
genuine discourse hybridization in Clinton’s remarks. Rather than appro- 
priating the symbolic frameworks found, for instance, in the Gettysburg 
Address, and deployed so frequently in Shanksville, Clinton juxtaposed 
familiar historical comparisons with more particularistic meditations on 
the specific event he memorialized, reflecting aloud on the relationship 
between events and culturally available codes. 

Discourse hybridization most often occurs among agents who occupy 
complex or contradictory social locations, and this example is illustra- 
tive.*® Clinton, as a former president, is associated symbolically with the 
state. But his political career has come to a close: as he himself reflected in 
his remarks, “since I am no longer in office, I can do unpopular things.”*° 
His words elicited a moment of laughter rare for such solemn proceedings. 
(Clinton was not referring to the interpretation he offered as potentially 
unpopular, though perhaps his conscious awareness of the liberties he en- 
joyed influenced his remarks.)*° Having left office—and indeed, having 
left office prior to September 11, 2001— Clinton occupies a unique posi- 
tion. He is able to speak with authority, yet he also has the license to 
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engage in public reflections that unsettle the dominant discourse. This 
separates him from current state officials—such as Vice President Joe 
Biden, who spoke during this same ceremony—and even former President 
Bush, for whose legacy 9/11 is central. Indeed, Bush’s remarks during the 
September 10, 2011, ceremony were emblematic of the established com- 
memorative mode, drawing centrally on the Gettysburg Address to glorify 
the Flight 93 dead and sacralize the Shanksville site.** 

The theoretical significance of discourse hybridization resides in its po- 
tential to shed light on alternatives to the dominant discourse. In doing so, 
it opens the possibility for understanding events outside the boundaries 
of entrenched cultural codes, for interrupting and even displacing institu- 
tionalized interpretations. In this way, moments of discourse contamina- 
tion and hybridization represent opportunities for sideshadowing—again, 
for lingering over unrealized possibilities and thus disrupting unilinear 
teleologies, including those that were so pervasive in post-9/11 political 
discourse. 

Similarly, it is perhaps useful to think of the very different commemo- 
rative mode that has solidified in Manhattan as a kind of organically oc- 
curring sideshadowing. For alongside the dualistic mode of political 
consolation emerged a commemorative mode that draws on some of the 
symbolic resources discussed in chapter 3 in order to grapple with ques- 
tions of meaning in a vastly different manner, evincing a tragic orienta- 
tion to September 11. 


SEARCHING FOR MEANING AT AMERICA’S “GROUND ZERO” 


While speakers at the Pentagon and in Shanksville have forcefully articu- 
lated the meaning of the 9/11 attacks and their place within national 
narratives, politicians in Manhattan have been considerably more cir- 
cumspect. In New York, open-ended commemorative rituals have pro- 
vided a shared space for engaging and contemplating questions of meaning 
without themselves providing clear solutions. Following the practice es- 
tablished at the first memorial service, on October 28, 2001, politicians 
have uttered no original speeches in anniversary observances at the World 
Trade Center site, which is still commonly known as “ground zero.” From 
the first year through the 10th anniversary in 2011, politicians relied on 
existing texts—including canonical political texts and occasionally bibli- 
cal texts, but primarily poetry and literature—that gave voice to suf- 
fering. These multivocal texts directed interpretation in subtle ways, 
but—drawn from a wide array of times and places—never incorporated 
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September 11 into a narrative framework.” On the 11th anniversary, 
even these multivocal texts disappeared from the ceremony, which fo- 
cused strictly on the annual ritual of reading the names of those who per- 
ished. This approach to commemoration, I suggest, is broadly consonant 
with the tragic mode of political consolation and borrows in significant 
ways from efforts to officially memorialize the divisive war in Vietnam. 
Yet the extent of politicians’ silence is striking, and indeed has generated 
calls for a more robust effort toward political consolation at this sacred 
center for 9/11 memory. 


SEPTEMBER 11, 2002 


The first anniversary commemoration stood somewhere between the fa- 
miliar dualistic mode and the tragic orientation that would coalesce in 
lower Manhattan in the coming years. Notably, the observance was or- 
ganized through New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s office, in 
consultation with family members and Governor Pataki. Bloomberg’s 
vision shaped this commemoration, as well as those that followed in the 
coming decade, indelibly. He articulated his intentions publicly from the 
outset. Leading up to the September 11, 2002, event, Bloomberg ex- 
plained that the “most important” element of the ceremony was that 
there be “[n]o political speeches.” He elaborated: “The families said that 
a lot, but I think independently I couldn't agree more.” In the effort to 
orchestrate a commemoration free from politics, officials settled upon 
readings from the civil scriptures—the Gettysburg Address and the Dec- 
laration of Independence—and a more recent text that carried forward 
similar themes, Franklin Roosevelt’s “four freedoms.” These texts would 
form focal points for the ceremony, which would also include a recitation 
of the names of those who died. 

On the one hand, these prepared texts were broadly consonant with 
state discourse, representing inherited frameworks that played a crucial 
role in premediating the official response to 9/11. Observers would have 
no trouble connecting the readings with the consolation narratives that 
Bush, Giuliani, and others had so rapidly and so fervently articulated. On 
the other hand, this commemoration exhibited important differences 
from the dualistic mode. Speakers offered only brief introductions to 
these texts, otherwise leaving onlookers to interpret them—and their rel- 
evance to the events of September 11—privately. Moreover, these brief 
prefatory remarks evinced a slightly different orientation to interpreting 
and memorializing September 11. 
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The Gettysburg Address was the first text uttered during the ceremony. 
Bloomberg’s introduction illuminated the subtle divergence in orienta- 
tion: “One hundred thirty-nine years ago, President Abraham Lincoln 
looked out at his wounded nation, as he stood on a once beautiful field 
that had become its saddest and largest burying ground,” Bloomberg said. 
“Then, it was Gettysburg. Today, it is the World Trade Center, where we 
gather on native soil to share our common grief.™ In commemorations at 
the Pentagon and in Shanksville, Gettysburg is a battlefield. In Manhat- 
tan, Gettysburg is a burying ground. “Gettysburg,” of course, may refer to 
either: to Gettysburg battlefield or to Gettysburg National Cemetery, 
where Lincoln spoke. But while speakers at the Pentagon and in Shanks- 
ville used Lincoln’s words to explicitly transform the 9/11 deaths into sac- 
rifices, onlookers at this first anniversary commemoration in New York 
were largely left to posit meaning privately. 

Similarly, New Jersey Governor James McGreevey read an excerpt from 
the Declaration of Independence, invoking lines that have long played a 
role in the consolation genre: 


We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among 
these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. That to secure these rights, 
governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the 


consent of the governed. [. . .] 


And for the support of this declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection 
of divine providence, we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes, 


and our sacred honor.*® 


Here, too, Bloomberg’s introduction to the text was open-ended. The mayor 
referred to the Declaration not as a statement of values for which people 
died on 9/11, but as a more generic emblem of the symbolic commitments 
that had withstood the assault: “One year ago, the ground we are standing 
on shook, and the earth gave way. Although the buildings fell, the founda- 
tion on which all Americans stand will never fall, for it is the sacred prin- 
ciple of freedom and equality on which we build our lives.” Again, this 
commemorative text gestured toward an interpretation of the 9/11 deaths 
as sacrifices intended to preserve those “truths” that the Declaration pro- 
claimed “self-evident.” Yet Bloomberg never asserted this interpretation 
explicitly, and McGreevey recited the lines without comment. 

The commemorative proceedings continued into the evening. At 
sunset, Bloomberg gathered with President Bush and heads of state from 
around the world in Battery Park. The assemblage took place at The 
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Sphere, a sculpture created by Fritz Koenig in 1971 that once stood in the 
plaza of the World Trade Center. Having survived the collapse of the Twin 
Towers—though not without scars—the sculpture was moved for a time 
to Battery Park, where it served as a temporary memorial to the 9/11 dead 
and a symbol of resilience amidst destruction. During the ceremony, 
Bloomberg offered one final piece of borrowed rhetoric—Roosevelt’s 
“four freedoms’—and lit an eternal flame. 

As I noted in chapter 2, the address now known as the “four freedoms” 
speech was Roosevelt’s January 1941 State of the Union. In the speech, 
Roosevelt grappled with the turmoil unfolding across the globe and artic- 
ulated his own vision for the future. He envisaged “a world founded upon 
four essential human freedoms’—“freedom of speech and expression,” 


»a 


“freedom of every person to worship God in his own way,” “freedom from 
want,” and “freedom from fear,” and argued that such a world was possible 
in his own day. At the time—as I suggested in chapter 2—Roosevelt’s 
words offered a kind of anticipatory consolation, articulating an orienting 
set of ideals that the president argued were worth defending, even if it re- 
quired blood sacrifice. The present generation’s task, Roosevelt suggested, 
was to carry forth their ancestors legacy by spreading democratic ideals 
across the globe. The excerpt Bloomberg read at Battery Park included the 
statement of the four freedoms as well as lines expressing faith that free- 
dom’s march was inexorable: “This nation has placed its destiny in the 
hands and heads and hearts of its millions of free men and women and its 
faith in freedom under the guidance of God. Freedom means the suprem- 
acy of human rights everywhere. . . . Our strength is in our unity of pur- 
pose. To that high concept, there can be no end, save victory.” Once again, 
the decision to read Roosevelt’s words gestured toward an interpretation 
of the 9/11 deaths as part of a struggle between freedom and repression 
that continued to advance teleologically toward victory. And in this set- 
ting, at some remove from the sacred center, Bloomberg’s words were a bit 
more freighted politically. Nonetheless, Bloomberg did not expound the 
comparison between past and present in specific terms; here, too, he 
largely left the task of interpretation to his audience. 

The city’s decision to rely on the political canon for the first 
anniversary—to reach to the past for words rather than to grapple explic- 
itly with the moral and existential challenges of the present—generated 
both scholarly and popular criticism. I delve into popular responses, and 
their implications for our understanding of political consolation, below. 
For their part, scholars such as Bradford Vivian and Simon Stow pointed 
to the ways in which this landmark commemorative event encouraged an 
unquestioning patriotism: the values enshrined in the commemorative 
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texts were presented as somehow neutral or beyond debate, thus stifling 
the possibility for critique.*? However, it also set the stage for a commem- 
orative mode that is far more amenable to critical perspectives than 
those that prevailed at the other sites, which resonated deeply with state 
discourse. 

In 2003 and beyond, political leaders continued to rely on existing texts 
rather than original speechmaking—but the sources and contents of 
these texts shifted considerably. Between 2003 and 2011, politicians 
overwhelmingly relied on poetry and literature, turning far less frequently 
to the political canon for their words. Like the first anniversary ceremony, 
these commemorations declined to engage the particularities of Sep- 
tember 11. Yet they exhibited a moral and existential searching that was 
less evident in 2002. The texts delivered were multivocal—they sustain a 
wide variety of interpretations—but in general, they sought to foster con- 
templation and a search for wisdom in suffering and loss. Without engag- 
ing in overt critique, they opened interpretive possibilities that departed 
substantially from state discourse and the moral binaries through which 
it apprehended the world. 


SEPTEMBER 11 AND THE TRAGIC MODE 


Consonant with a tragic orientation to collective suffering, in the years fol- 
lowing the first anniversary, commemorative rituals in Manhattan drew 
together a heterogeneous audience through “an overt focus on points of 
ambiguity.”°° In general, the words uttered in these commemorations the- 
matized grief, loss, and sorrow, facilitating reflection on the meaning of 
suffering, but leaving the task of interpretation to the individual. Perhaps 
most strikingly, the observances in Manhattan were virtually devoid of the 
moral oppositions that pervade dualistic discourse. They included no refer- 
ences to evil or its synonyms (e.g., barbarism or villainy). Speakers did not 
even mention “terrorism” or an “enemy.” The texts delivered only occasion- 
ally invoked heroism or sacrifice or even underlined victims’ innocence. 
Instead, speakers offered consolation through open-ended references to 
hope, resilience, and meaning. When describing how the living might 
honor the dead, they typically spoke of kindness, compassion, and service. 
Finally, in contrast to the nationalistic themes that permeated commemo- 
rative discourse at the Pentagon and in Shanksville, organizers reached 
outside the American political and literary canons in selecting texts. In the 
process, they defined the community of mourners in more encompassing 
terms, referring on numerous occasions to a broad human solidarity.” 
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This commemorative mode exhibited a subtle temporal structure. In 
the early years, speakers focused primarily on giving voice to suffering. 
Over time, the commemorations more frequently incorporated texts pos- 
iting that suffering has meaning and encouraging hope or healing. Yet 
even these texts never fully defined what that meaning might be. Neither 
did the speakers who read them. 

Consider first representative texts from early commemorations. These 
texts poignantly articulate grief and suffering, but do little to define their 
meaning in specific terms. In 2003, for example, Bloomberg read lines 
from former U.S. poet laureate Billy Collins lamenting the sheer scope of 
the losses: 


Names etched on the head of a pin. 

One name spanning a bridge, another undergoing a tunnel. 
A blue name needled into the skin. 

Names of citizens, workers, mothers and fathers, 

The bright-eyed daughter, the quick son. 

Alphabet of names in green rows in a field. 

Names in the small tracks of birds. 

Names lifted from a hat 

Or balanced on the tip of the tongue. 

Names wheeled into the dim warehouse of memory. 

So many names, there is barely room on the walls of the heart.°? 


Collins’ words do not imbue the 9/11 deaths with any larger meaning. 
They simply give voice to loss, capturing both its overwhelming scale and 
its personal dimensions. The dead were many, but each was a specific indi- 
vidual—among them mothers, fathers, bright-eyed daughters, quick sons. 

In 2004, Governor Pataki’s reading reflected on the experience of losing 
a child, considering the particular depth of a bereaved parent’s pain: “Even 
after the victories of World War II, Dwight Eisenhower, who saw too many 
young sons die, wrote: “There’s no tragedy in life like the death of a child; 
things never get back to the way they were.”°? Pataki’s framing is espe- 
cially striking: even as he referred to combat deaths associated with a cel- 
ebrated victory, he invoked the language of tragedy—and the notion of 
indelible loss—rather than heroism or sacrifice. During these early years, 
even religious references generally stopped short of positing meaning. For 
instance, in 2004, Bloomberg read a lament from 2 Samuel, in which King 
David mourns the death of his son: “The king went up to the chamber over 
the gate, and wept; and as he went, thus he said: ‘O my son Absalom, my 
son, my son Absalom! Would I have died for thee, O Absalom, my son, my 
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son!’””** Again, these words simply and mournfully articulate a parent’s 
grief and pain, offering a sense of empathy or understanding without inti- 
mating that loss and suffering hold purpose. 

In later years, speakers engaged the question of meaning more overtly, 
but nonetheless through multivocal texts. For instance, in 2008, Secretary of 
Homeland Security Michael Chertoff read Rumi’s poem “The Guest House”: 


This being human is a guest house. 
Every morning a new arrival. 


A joy, a depression, a meanness, 
some momentary awareness comes 
as an unexpected visitor. 


Welcome and entertain them all! 
Even if they’re a crowd of sorrows, 
who violently sweep your house 
empty of its furniture, 

still, treat each guest honorably. 
He may be clearing you out 

for some new delight. 


The dark thought, the shame, the malice, 
meet them at the door laughing, 
and invite them in. 


Be grateful for whoever comes, 
because each has been sent 
as a guide from beyond. 


Even painful occurrences have meaning and purpose, Rumi’s words sug- 
gest: each “has been sent as a guide from beyond.” Yet their specific 
meaning remains ambiguous, left for the listener to discern. Indeed, the 
text ostensibly leaves open the possibility that an event’s meaning might 
never become apparent at all. Pataki articulated similar sentiments during 
this same 2008 commemoration, calling forth the memory of Robert Ken- 
nedy in Indianapolis. “At another moment of national grief—the death of 
Martin Luther King, Jr.—Robert Kennedy spoke these words of solace, 
written by the ancient Greek poet Aeschylus,” Pataki said. 


He who learns must suffer. 
And even in our sleep, pain that cannot forget 
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falls drop by drop upon the heart, 
and in our own despair, against our will, 
comes wisdom by the awful grace of God.°® 


Like Rumi’s poem, this text suggests that human sorrows have purpose 
without explicitly defining the purpose itself. Religious references, too, 
shifted toward themes of comfort and healing. In 2011, Giuliani read lines 
from Ecclesiastes: “To every thing there is a season, and a time for every 
purpose under heaven’—intimating, but not proclaiming, that the 10th 
anniversary might mark a shift in “seasons.”°’ 

When discussing how to honor the dead, speakers emphasized service 
and everyday acts of kindness. This theme was especially prominent in 
2009, when the commemoration—taking a cue from Obama’s decision to 
designate September 11 as the National Day of Service and Remembrance— 
took “service” as its orienting theme.*® For instance, during this ceremony, 
New Jersey governor Jon Corzine read lines from Emily Dickinson: 


If I can stop one Heart from breaking 
I shall not live in vain 

If I can ease one Life the Aching 

Or cool one Pain 

Or help one fainting Robin 

Unto his Nest again 

I shall not live in Vain.°° 


Giuliani articulated the value of service with lines from Martin Luther 
King: “This is the judgment. Life’s most persistent and urgent question is, 
‘What are you doing for others?” The subtle ways in which such passages 
encouraged onlookers to honor the dead departed significantly from the 
pledge, common in state discourse, that the 9/11 losses will be rendered 
meaningful through victory in a “war on terror,” or an encompassing 
struggle against “tyranny” that sought to “rid the world of evil.” 

In a similar vein, a number of texts delivered in these more recent com- 
memorations evoked solidarity across a wide human community, even ar- 
ticulating the interconnectedness of humanity writ large. In 2008, the 
organizing theme for the commemoration was “the international family.” 
Organizers recruited students who were attending local colleges and uni- 
versities to represent each foreign nation that lost citizens on September 
11. These students participated alongside family members in the ritual of 
reading the names. The words Bloomberg uttered as he introduced the 
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year’s theme are emblematic: “This morning we stand again as one family, 
one community of the world,” he began. 


As in past years, the names of those who died will be read by their families. 
Joining them are the young faces of our future, students from around the 
world, attending our city’s universities, who come on behalf of each country 


that lost someone that day. 


They help us remember that now, as then, the feelings of grief, sorrow, loss, 
and consolation are ones that we all share. As the proverb of the Sioux Indians 


reminds us: “With all beings and all things we shall be as relatives.” 


Throughout the ceremony, politicians delivered readings from foreign au- 
thors whose diversity they highlighted explicitly: among them “[t]he great 
” “the Polish poet Adam Zagajewski,” and “the 
English poet Laurence Binyon.”® Again, this encompassing vision of the 


French writer Albert Camus, 


community of sufferers, and the effort to evoke a generalized human soli- 
darity, differed significantly from the nationalistic themes and sharp sym- 
bolic boundaries that pervaded the ceremonies at the Pentagon and in 
Shanksville. They also acknowledged overtly that not all the 9/11 dead were 
Americans—a clear departure from efforts to cast the dead as fallen soldiers 
who joined a storied national lineage in sacrificing their lives for freedom. 

Throughout the years, the Manhattan commemorations gestured at times 
toward the dualistic mode, especially by continuing occasionally to incorpo- 
rate texts from the political canon. Perhaps most significantly, Lincoln’s 
Bixby letter has twice been featured in Manhattan: once in 2004, when Gi- 
uliani delivered the reading, and again on the 10th anniversary, when former 
president Bush read the text.® As I noted in chapter 1, the Bixby letter was 
sent from the Lincoln White House to a Massachusetts widow whom Lincoln 
believed to have lost five sons fighting in the Union cause. The letter echoes 
and extends themes Lincoln articulated in his address at Gettysburg, inter- 
preting the young men’s deaths as sacrifices for the Republic and expressing 
hope that its recipient would experience “the solemn pride that must be 
yours to have laid so costly a sacrifice upon the altar of freedom.” 

The brief introduction Bush offered before he read the letter in 2011 un- 
derscored the theme of sacrifice overtly: “President Lincoln not only under- 
stood the heartbreak of his country, he also understood the cost of sacrifice 
and reached out to console those in sorrow,” Bush said.™ Still operating 
within the broad constraints of the prevailing commemorative structure— 
relying on existing rhetorical material and offering only the briefest inter- 
pretation—Bush implied more emphatically than most speakers in 
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Manhattan that the 9/11 deaths were sacrifices for the nation, for “free- 
dom.” Similarly, Giuliani evoked the dualistic mode in 2003, when he quoted 
Winston Churchill: “We shall not fail or falter; we shall not weaken or tire. 
Neither the sudden shock of battle nor the long-drawn trials of vigilance 
and exertion will wear us down.”® In this case, Giuliani gestured toward the 
claim—prevalent in commemorative discourse at the Pentagon and in 
Shanksville—that victory in the war on terror would honor the 9/11 dead 
and endow their loss with meaning. But in ceremonies that contained no 
explicit references to “evil” or an “enemy,” to a war on terror or a struggle for 
civilization, this interpretation constituted only one option among many. 


COMMEMORATION WITHOUT WORDS 


In 2012, politicians were once again invited to provide a symbolic pres- 
ence at the commemoration in lower Manhattan. This time, however, they 
would have no speaking role, not even as readers. Even Bloomberg, who 
remained the key organizer behind the ceremonies in Manhattan in the 
decade spanning 2002 to 2012—and who had offered the opening and 
closing remarks during each of the preceding years—was silent. Family 
members who participated in reading the names sometimes offered per- 
sonal reflections when they spoke the name of the person they came to 
mourn. But these brief tributes were the only words uttered.®© 

The decision to eliminate the readings came amidst political struggles— 
pitting Bloomberg, who was serving as both New York City mayor and 
chairman of the National September 11 Memorial Foundation, against 
New York Governor Andrew Cuomo and New Jersey Governor Chris 
Christie—concerning the oversight of the site itself and the financing of 
the National September 11 Memorial Museum there.*’ In some sense, the 
decision—handed down from the 9/11 memorial and museums presi- 
dent, Joseph C. Daniels—was continuous with the commitment Bloom- 
berg had articulated from the first: holding a ceremony free from politics 
and focused on the families. Yet the absence of rhetoric took the event’s 
ambiguity and multivocality to a new extreme. 

Bloomberg’s decision to steer the 2012 commemoration further from 
the “political” realm by focusing strictly on reading the names illuminates, 
in a particularly striking way, how Vietnam memory premediated the 
open-ended observances in Manhattan. In a certain sense, symbolic frame- 
works from Vietnam are pervasive in American commemorative culture, 
not just in this particular setting: lists of names have become virtually 
compulsory components of American public memorials, and they are 


CONSOLATION AND COMMEMORATION [167] 


frequently read aloud during commemorative rituals.°* But the names have 
been especially central on 9/11 anniversaries in Manhattan, and perhaps 
for the same reason that they formed the basis for Maya Lin’s memorial 
design: they offer a strategy for cultivating shared commemorative space 
amidst deep interpretive dissensus. After Lin’s design was unveiled, for in- 
stance, the New York Times reflected that it “seems to capture all the feel- 
ings of ambiguity and anguish that the Vietnam War evoked [and] conveys 
the only point about the war on which people may agree: that those who 
died should be remembered.”®? The ritual of reading the names in Manhat- 
tan can be understood in a similar light—affirming the impulse to remem- 
ber the dead within a polity that, 11 years later, could not agree on a 
narrative of why they died. As I show in the next chapter, the politics sur- 
rounding the World Trade Center site have remained heated in the years 
since September 11, and the issues at stake are far deeper than the debates 
over the memorial’s financing that were so salient leading up to the 11th 
anniversary. Indeed, they concern the meaning of September 11 as an 
event, and, even more, the very meaning of the American project writ large. 

Although the World Trade Center is the iconic site of memory for Sep- 
tember 11, the anniversary observances in lower Manhattan have diverged 
steadily further from the dominant state interpretation over time: civil 
scriptures articulating a common American creed gave way to poetry and 
literature, which in turn gave way to silence. Elsewhere, I have examined 
the reasons for this divergence at length; it is also worth reflecting on them 
briefly here.” For one, differences in the events that transpired at each site 
influence commemoration in significant ways. As a military building, the 
Pentagon invites a war framing, and the dualistic mode of consolation, in 
a way that the World Trade Center does not—even though a majority of 
the Pentagon dead were civilians. In the case of Flight 93, the small mea- 
sure of agency the passengers and crew possessed, and their decision to 
fight back against the hijackers, also supports a heroic interpretation, even 
if references to citizen-soldiers and national sacrifice eventually confront 
the reality that those aboard did not knowingly enter battle. Such a narra- 
tive would be more difficult to sustain in Manhattan, though perhaps not 
impossible—recall Giuliani’s comparisons to Pearl Harbor, and his ten- 
dency to portray all the 9/11 dead, not only the rescue workers, as heroes. 

The entrepreneurs, or, in Weberian terms, “carrier groups,” who orches- 
trate the commemorations also play a substantial role.” As I have under- 
scored throughout this chapter, Bloomberg’s influence has been decisive 
in Manhattan, and, as mayor, he possessed interpretive liberties that a 
federal official would not. Had Giuliani’s term extended longer, the Man- 
hattan ceremonies might have taken shape quite differently, though it is 
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impossible to know how his interactions with family members and other 
stakeholders would have influenced these events. The Pentagon obser- 
vances, in contrast, are Department of Defense events dominated by state 
officials. In Shanksville, local officials and family members have come to- 
gether with Pennsylvania state politicians and federal officials to produce 
commemorations in the dualistic mode. The Shanksville community has 
generally embraced its unwitting role as a national landmark and—in the 
aftermath of 9/11—portrayed its rural landscape as deeply patriotic, even 
quintessentially American. In 2003, for instance, Somerset County ob- 
tained the trademark for the slogan “America’s County,” claiming that 
they would “try to stress that the war on terrorism began here.” ”? For their 
part, family members of those aboard Flight 93 frequently portrayed their 
loved ones in heroic terms in public settings—including television inter- 
views, political events, and published memoirs—reinforcing state narra- 
tives with their own moral credibility. To take just one prominent example, 
on September 20, 2001, Lisa Beamer—whose husband, Todd Beamer, was 
a passenger—took to the public spotlight when she attended Bush’s ad- 
dress to Joint Congress at the invitation of the White House. When the 
president hailed “the courage of passengers” such as her husband “who 
rushed terrorists to save others on the ground,” Congress acknowledged 
Beamer with a standing ovation.” 

Similarly, the audiences for these events—actual or imagined—matter, 
too. In particular, New York is a self-consciously cosmopolitan and global 
city. Here, the proportion of foreigners among the dead, and the breadth 
of backgrounds and nationalities represented among them, was too signif- 
icant to be ignored. Together, these contextual features invite broad hu- 
manistic narratives instead of, or at least in addition to, nationalistic 
framings: it is human suffering, not only American suffering, memorial- 
ized in these events. As Bloomberg explained in reflections penned after 
the 10th anniversary, an awareness that the audience would be deeply plu- 
ralistic did much to shape the planning process: “our hope was to create a 
ceremony that was strong and simple and spoke across time, cultures, re- 
ligions, and backgrounds.” 

Finally, there is a temporal dimension to the commemorations. Com- 
memorative discourse, as Olick argues, unfolds dialogically: each moment 
takes shape within a longer trajectory, responding—explicitly or implicitly— 
to what came before.” Throughout these pages, I have underscored how ear- 
lier moments in the consolation genre shape subsequent discourse. But this 
structuring influence is especially powerful in recurrent rituals such as the 
commemorations I have described here: once a particular mode is estab- 
lished at a commemorative site, it tends to solidify. Gettysburg references 
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thus continually permeate the discourse in Shanksville; officials from the 
Obama administration echo familiar dualistic tropes from the Bush years at 
the Pentagon; and even the highest-level officials largely fall in line with the 
tragic mode in Manhattan. 

Despite organizers’ efforts to construct ceremonies that knit together 
diverse audiences by providing meaningful material for contemplation, 
the Manhattan commemorations have generated substantial public cri- 
tique. In general, commentators have called precisely for a more robust 
effort at political consolation: for narratives that grapple with the specific 
event at hand and forge a place for it in national narratives. The expecta- 
tion that contemporary political leaders will provide consolation, that 
they will offer moral and existential guidance in national rituals that call 
forth the memory of collective suffering, is now firmly entrenched, and it 
emanates from very different positions on the political spectrum. 


CONSOLATION AND CONTEMPORARY GOVERNANCE 


The critical commentary began even before the first anniversary ceremony 
took place. After Bloomberg’s office revealed the plan for the 2002 observ- 
ance, New York Times reporter Janny Scott reflected that the mayor's deci- 
sion to rely on oratory from the American past “renders impossible 
precisely what was achieved at a moment he has chosen to hark back to, 
the dedication of the cemetery at Gettysburg, where Abraham Lincoln 
spoke: the courageous reaching for words to honor the fallen, to put their 
sacrifice in historical context, to find meaning in carnage and to inspire 
the people to carry on.” Garry Wills, author of the acclaimed Lincoln at 
Gettysburg, called upon political leaders to summon such courage: “There 
are people who can rise to the occasion, and it’s cowardice not to try,” he 
told the Times. Indeed, he suggested that it was “an insult to the dead at 
the towers, that you try to slap on the label from someone else’s tragedy.” 
Similarly, Theodore C. Sorensen—the speechwriter best known for his 
work on John F. Kennedy’s 1961 inaugural address—reflected: “I keep 
hearing that words cannot express our feelings about what happened. But 
it’s not as though the American English vocabulary is limited. The imagi- 
nation of our political leaders is limited, not the vocabulary.””® 

New York Times critic Michiko Kakutani’s reflections, published the day 
after the first anniversary commemoration, gave voice to the cultural ex- 
pectation for consolation narratives in detail. Kakutani acknowledged 
that “the initial impulse behind. . . Bloomberg’s decision to exclude origi- 
nal speeches from ground zero observances was understandable,” and 
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conceded that “the task of articulating the country’s grief and anger and 
defiance can easily result in simplistic pieties and blunt restatements of 
the obvious.” Yet she argued that ultimately, Bloomberg and the other 
elected officials who relied on words from the past during the 2002 com- 
memoration neglected a crucial duty incumbent upon elected officials in 
such moments—a duty central to their role as leaders. Kakutani wrote: 
“important moments throughout history have called upon leaders to ar- 
ticulate a vision, a mood, a direction, to give voice to shared feelings of 
grief or hope. On this occasion, politicians at the New York ceremonies 
recalling the attack abdicated that responsibility.” In relying upon words 
from Lincoln, Jefferson, and Roosevelt, contemporary officials “chose not 
to articulate their own vision of America,” and they “chose not to memori- 
alize the meaning of the lives of the dead.” Giving voice to collective iden- 
tity and conferring meaning on suffering and loss are, according to this 
critique, crucial tasks of democratic leadership. 

It seems clear that Kakutani was not calling for New York politicians to 
echo the dualistic mode that prevailed at the other sites. In fact, she ges- 
tured toward a critique of the Bush administration’s approach to the anni- 
versary as well, noting that the United States “has always been disinclined 
to view life through a tragic lens,” that “uplift and patriotic avowals” per- 
vaded many ceremonies, and that Bush’s designation of the anniversary 
as “Patriot Day” seemed to have encouraged “creepily festive observances” 
in many locations across the country. She called, instead, for speechmak- 
ing that worked to make sense of “this particular and anomalous tragedy,” 
an event that—she suggested—could not be adequately interpreted by 
reiterating texts penned in response to very different crises and chal- 
lenges. Politicians, she implied, bore an obligation analogous to that of 
clergy, and they shirked that obligation on the first anniversary of Sep- 
tember 11: “At the ground zero service yesterday, original oratory—which, 
as the scholar Kathleen Hall Jamieson once observed, comes from the 
Latin word ‘orare, meaning ‘to pray—was nowhere to be found.””? The 
gesture toward prayer is telling: the matters that politicians neglected to 
address in this context were existential—the meaning of collective suf- 
fering, as well as its relation to a particular “vision of America.” 

Nearly a decade later, writing in the opinion pages of the New York Daily 
News, Robert Burke—whose firefighter brother died in the rescue effort at 
the World Trade Center—articulated a similar critique. In contrast to Ka- 
kutani, Burke—who criticized Bloomberg’s decision to continue the tradi- 
tion of delivering borrowed rhetoric during the milestone 10th anniversary 
ceremony—envisioned something closer to the dualistic mode. “American 
democracy and freedom were attacked on 9/11,” he declared. “Thousands 
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were murdered (not ‘lost’) simply for the crime of being American or asso- 
ciated with them.” Despite apparent differences in his interpretation of 
9/11, however, Burke called politicians to account in language that bore 
striking resemblance to Kakutani’s own. Burke asked: “How did it become 
proper etiquette for leaders to remain silent at such times? Are not our 
elected representatives, at times of great crisis, supposed to rise to the oc- 
casion and define for us the situation at hand; explain its significance and 
magnitude and provide for us a path to follow? If not, what do we elect 
them for?” Providing symbolic orientation “in times of great crisis,” Burke 
suggested, was not merely a task of democratic leadership, but the central 
one: “If not, what do we elect them for?” By relying on borrowed words 
during the 9/11 commemorations, Burke argued, elected officials commit- 
ted an “abdication of responsibility.” 

Though Burke called all politicians—from Bloomberg to Obama—to 
account, he expressed particular concern with the president’s special re- 
sponsibility to offer an interpretation. “As other Presidents have done in 
their time, it is his [Obama’s] burden to say something,” Burke wrote. “He 
should risk offending some people in an attempt to give texture and 
meaning to the memory of that terrible day.” The remarks Obama would 
deliver during a special ceremony at the Kennedy Center in Washington 
“[fell] short of his obligation to history and his office,” for “Ground Zero 
holds a unique place in our national consciousness.” It was this obligation 
that Lincoln fulfilled so memorably at Gettysburg: “Imagine,” Burke 
wrote, if Lincoln “was handed a poem to read” at Gettysburg instead of 
delivering his enduring words.* The president, Burke suggested, is the na- 
tion’s consoler-in-chief, and fulfilling this role requires a narrative specific 
to the events at hand, articulated at the sacred center of the crisis. 

Inspired by Burke, Clyde Haberman reiterated and expanded this cri- 
tique in the New York Times." According to Haberman, Bloomberg’s stated 
commitment to organizing commemorations free from politics “miscasts 
the duty of elected leaders,” who face an obligation to do more than deliver 
poems or other readings.® “We expect something more meaningful from 
our officials. We count on them to explain where we are in an uncertain 
time, and to point us to the road ahead. That’s not politics. It’s leader- 
ship.”® He took up the issue again in 2012, acknowledging the “risk that 
some bloviating politician will deliver remarks that are pablum or, worse, 
utterly self-serving,” but arguing “that doesn’t mean that leaders should 
be relieved of the opportunity—no, the obligation—to behave like, well, 
leaders.”®4 

In Manhattan, then, the focus on points of ambiguity—on multivocal 
texts whose relevance to September 11 is left to the listener to 
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discern—allowed for at least fleeting moments of unity among many in a 
heterogeneous population. The texts themselves invite moral and existen- 
tial searching on the meaning of loss and the place of suffering in the 
human experience. Yet in adopting such an open-ended approach to com- 
memoration, these ceremonies fall short of the expectations for political 
consolation. And as a result, the elected officials who participate are pub- 
licly called to account for failures of leadership, imagination, and vision.*° 

Looking beyond commemorative contexts to examine public debates 
over how best to rebuild and reconstruct the World Trade Center site re- 
veals the powerful dissensus beneath the surface of these open-ended 
rituals. In the next chapter, I delve into such debates. And in the process, 
I return to the broadest theoretical questions outlined in the introduc- 
tion, considering how the public struggle to define the meaning of New 
York’s “ground zero” illuminates the conceptual relationships among con- 
solation, trauma, and memory. 
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CHAPTER 7 


Symbolic Politics on Sacred Ground 


ry ‘hough the events of September 11 spanned a number of physical 

L spaces, none is more iconic than the World Trade Center. It was in 
lower Manhattan that the day’s violence first became visible to the public, 
and it was there that the scope of the devastation and loss was most over- 
whelming. The World Trade Center site, treated with special reverence 
from the first, is thus the sacred center of the event now known as “9/11,” 
and the location for the official national memorial commemorating this 
moment in history. And because this site—the piece of lower Manhattan 
that came to be known as “ground zero”—is so sacred within the Amer- 
ican national imagination, it has also become a pivotal site of struggle, a 
centerpiece in interpretive battles over the meaning of September 11 and 
indeed a flash point in the American culture wars more generally. In this 
chapter, I conclude my analysis of September 11 by delving into conflicts 
and controversies that have erupted throughout the effort to reconstruct 
the 16-acre site on which the Twin Towers once stood. These conflicts, I 
argue, illuminate the continuing struggle to narrativize September 11 
and, in the process, cut to the core of the broad theoretical questions at 
the heart of this study. 

The effort to reconstruct the World Trade Center site has given way to a 
steady stream of public controversies covering a wide range of issues. 
Some of these debates have primarily been the product of local or regional 
power struggles, or questions of who, precisely, would bear responsibility 
for funding the massive undertaking of memorializing 9/11 and ensuring 
the site’s upkeep. Other debates—especially those surrounding the 
design of the national memorial—have pitted family members of the dead 
against one another or against elected officials. How should the names of 
the dead be arranged on the memorial?” Should they be located below 


ground, as architect Michael Arad originally envisioned, or at street level?’ 
Should details such as age, affiliation, and tower location be included?* 
Should first responders receive special recognition?? How should uniden- 
tified human remains be treated?’ Here, I focus on debates that have taken 
shape as struggles over the meaning of September 11 and the significance 
of its most iconic site: the debate over the International Freedom Center 
originally slated for a cultural center on the rebuilt site; the debate over 
Park51, the Islamic community center located two blocks from the World 
Trade Center; and the debate over the cross-shaped beam known as the 
“World Trade Center Cross” or the “Ground Zero Cross” and now included 
in the collection at the National September 11 Memorial Museum. In each 
of these cases, the struggle to define the meaning of September 11 ulti- 
mately gave way to a referendum on larger issues of collective identity, to 
a struggle over the meaning of the ambiguous and multivocal ideals at the 
core of the civil scriptures discussed in chapter 1. How should the Amer- 
ican nation and the ideals for which it stands be represented at this sacred 
site of memory? Each debate, then, offers a compelling window onto the 
symbolic politics that have not only shaped the reconstruction of the 
World Trade Center site, but also have addressed the project of imagining 
the American nation in the post-9/11 era. 

In examining these debates, I venture beyond official speechmaking 
and into the broader terrain of civil society.’ Doing so reveals that—as 
I have suggested—September 11 remains “traumatic history” in Frank 
Ankersmit’s sense: history “that is not yet fully owned,” that presents “our 
faculty of historical and narrative association with a challenge that it is, as 
yet, unable to meet.”® In line with the theoretical framework outlined in 
the introduction, the deep antipathies that have repeatedly emerged in 
these symbolic struggles suggest that the traumatic orientation to history 
indeed creates fertile ground for ressentiment: in the face of collective suf- 
fering whose meaning remains indeterminate, public expressions of an- 
tipathy, embodying deep divides over basic questions of interpretation, 
are the order of the day.’ 


THE MEMORIAL QUADRANT AND THE MEANING OF “FREEDOM” 


As of spring 2005, an institution called the International Freedom Center 
(IFC) was slated for the World Trade Center site’s memorial quadrant. The 
eight-acre portion of the site designated as the “memorial quadrant” in- 
cluded the footprints of the towers and was reserved primarily for the of- 
ficial memorial, but it also included space for a cultural center.” In the 
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planned cultural center, the IFC would take its place alongside the Draw- 
ing Center, an established SoHo art museum that exhibited both histor- 
ical and contemporary drawings and that intended to relocate to the site; 
the Signature Theater Company, an off-Broadway group; and the Joyce 
Theater, which presents dance.” The IFC’s founders envisioned a museum 
that would situate September 11 within a global and historical context. 
Voicing their support for the World Trade Center Memorial’s mission to 
“strengthen our resolve to preserve freedom, and inspire an end to hatred, 
ignorance, and intolerance,” the founders explained that: 


the Center will celebrate freedom as a constantly-evolving world movement in 
which America has played a leading role. Visitors from around the globe will 
come to understand that the story of freedom is a narrative of hope, and that 
September 11 is an essential element of this story, powerfully illustrating that 
new challenges to freedom will always arise, that freedom’s work remains un- 


finished, and that there is a place for all of us in this work.” 


To bring their vision to life, the founders proposed exhibits that would 
“tell personal stories and explore crucial themes in the history of free- 
dom,” educational and cultural programs that would “stimulate a global 
conversation to advance freedom’s cause,” and a service and civic engage- 
ment network that would give visitors “the chance to act on behalf of free- 
dom within their own communities and around the world.” + 

With a mission that pledged to “celebrate freedom” and to underscore 
America’s “leading role” in advancing freedom’s cause, on the surface the 
plans for the IFC ostensibly resonated with state narratives of 9/11. The pro- 
posal invoked Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, affirmed Bush’s view that “free- 
dom itself had been attacked at Ground Zero,” and pledged to “ensure that in 
the distant future, when children with no direct knowledge of the tragedy 
come to Ground Zero, they will be able to learn about the infamy of Sep- 
tember 11, 2001 and connect it to their own lives and times.”"* Yet more de- 
tailed reports on the founders’ vision suggested that the institution might 
present a more multifaceted image of the United States than dualistic narra- 
tives allowed—an image that had the potential to challenge the sharp binary 
contrast between American freedom and the “tyranny” its leaders pledged to 
eradicate. For instance, the New York Times reported that the IFC would 
focus on the issue of human rights, and would include exhibits that grap- 
pled with ongoing struggles against oppression as well as past atrocities. 


The center’s galleries, or halls, are to be devoted to specific topics. In a Gallery 


of Nations, for example, each of the 82 countries that lost citizens on Sept. 11 


[176] The Politics of Consolation 


will contribute one item for display. These could range from artifacts to na- 


tional treasures to artistic tributes, center officials said. 


The center also plans Freedom Sites evoking the cause of liberty, like a former 
gulag in Russia, which will be set up with other groups promoting freedom 
around the world. Freedom Hot Spots will focus on places around the world 
where people are campaigning against human rights abuses. The Challenge 
Galleries will emphasize what the planners view as current or historical chal- 
lenges to freedom, like India’s caste system. The center plans to feature the 
stories of ordinary people—slaves who resisted their masters, shopkeepers 


who risked all to fight the Nazis—as well as more prominent figures.”® 


Thus, while the center’s founders deployed the familiar language of a quest 
for “freedom” and “liberty,” here these terms were inflected with slightly 
different meanings than those they generally held in state discourse per- 
taining to 9/11. Some critics pointed out that these meanings might im- 
plicate the United States as well as celebrating it, and argued that critical 
views of American history—in the form of exhibits that portrayed Amer- 
ican culpability in subverting human freedom as well as its laudability in 
enabling and expanding it—had no place on such sacred ground. 

A June 7, 2005, op-ed in the Wall Street Journal by Debra Burlingame— 
a World Trade Center Memorial Foundation board member whose brother, 
Charles Burlingame III, was the pilot of the American Airlines flight that 
crashed into the Pentagon—ignited the controversy, referring to the plans 
for the IFC as “The Great Ground Zero Heist.” Burlingame opened with the 
image of three Marines, wounded in the Iraq War, who had returned to 
“the empty pit of Ground Zero” on Memorial Day weekend. Noting that, at 
the time, the site contained “no faded flags or hand-painted signs of na- 
tional unity,” she asked: “So why do they come? What do they hope to 
see?” And, pointing out that the official memorial would break ground 
that year, Burlingame offered an answer: “no doubt they will expect to see 
the artifacts that bring those memories to life,” a memorial that will 
“[allow] them to take in the sheer scope of the destruction, to see the foot- 
age and the photographs and hear the personal stories of unbearable 
heartbreak and unimaginable courage,” and ultimately “take them back to 
who they were on that brutal September morning.” Instead, Burlingame 
wrote, they would find exhibits that displayed America’s own difficult 
pasts and grappled with the legacies of atrocities perpetrated by the 
United States: “Rather than a respectful tribute to our individual and col- 
lective loss, they will get a slanted history lesson, a didactic lecture on the 
meaning of liberty in a post-9/11 world. They will be served up a heaping 
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foreign policy discussion over the greater meaning of Abu Ghraib and 
what it portends for the country and the rest of the world.” 

At heart, Burlingame’s critique contested the meanings that the IFC 
organizers attributed to “freedom.” The IFC founders, Burlingame as- 
serted, “have stated that they intend to take us on ‘a journey through the 
history of freedom’”—but, she cautioned, “do not be fooled into thinking 
that their idea of freedom is the same as that of those Marines.” For the 
IFC organizers, “it is not only history’s triumphs that illuminate, but also 
its failures.” 


The public will have come to see 9/11 but will be given a high-tech, multimedia 
tutorial about man’s inhumanity to man, from Native American genocide to 
the lynchings and cross-burnings of the Jim Crow South, from the Third 
Reich’s Final Solution to the Soviet gulags and beyond. This is a history all 
should know and learn, but dispensing it over the ashes of Ground Zero is like 


creating a Museum of Tolerance over the sunken graves of the U.S.S. Arizona. 


“Ground Zero,” Burlingame argued, was no place for grappling with diffi- 
cult history. Invoking the image of the U.S.S. Arizona—and thus calling 
forth the memory of a “good war” overwhelmingly understood through a 
stark dualistic narrative—she insisted on a similar orientation toward the 
sacred site in lower Manhattan. Arguing that the IFC “will not use the 
word ‘patriot’ the way our Founding Fathers did,” Burlingame pointed to 
connections between the IFC organizers and organizations such as Human 
Rights First and the ACLU. She also noted that several of the organizers 
had publicly critiqued the Iraq War and called for investigations on the 
Bush administration’s treatment of detainees. Burlingame suggested that 
the IFC would infuse the memorial site with these critiques. “The people 
who visit Ground Zero in five years will come because they want to pay 
their respects at the place where heroes died,” Burlingame declared, call- 
ing for a site that featured images of courageous rescue workers rather 
than critiques of U.S. foreign policy.” Inspired by Burlingame, a group 
called Take Back the Memorial coalesced to expand the protest. They put 
forward a resolution titled “Campaign America,” demanding that “ground 
zero” (i.e., the memorial quadrant) contain heroic representations of 9/11, 
and 9/11 only. Institutions “that house controversial debate, dialogue, ar- 
tistic impressions, or exhibits referring to extraneous historical events,” 
the resolution argued, should not be permitted at the site.1® 

The IFC’s president and chief operating officer, Richard J. Tofel, re- 
sponded to Burlingame in the opinion pages of the Wall Street Journal. 
Tofel acknowledged that the center “will host debates and note points of 
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view with which you—and I—will disagree.”’° Its purpose, he suggested, 
would not be to present a particular image of freedom, but to facilitate 
contemplation on freedom’s meaning: “It [the IFC] will not exist to pre- 
cisely define ‘freedom’ or to tell people what to think, but to get them to 
think—and to act in the service of freedom as they see it.”*° The rancorous 
debate continued, however. The New York Times termed the “Campaign 
America” resolution “un-American.”*! The New York Daily News, in con- 
trast, echoed Burlingame: “distinctly unwelcome at Ground Zero would be 
a forum dedicated to hashing over America’s sins, alleged and real, at 
home and abroad.””? An editorial in the Washington Times suggested that 
the memorial had been “hijacked,” and conservative commentator Mi- 
chelle Malkin termed it “The Ultimate Guilt Complex.””° 

Before long, Governor Pataki intervened. “I view that memorial site as 
sacred grounds, akin to the beaches of Normandy or Pearl Harbor,” he said 
in June, echoing Burlingame’s original analogy.” He added: “we will not 
tolerate anything on that site that denigrates America, denigrates New 
York or freedom, or denigrates the sacrifice or courage that the heroes 
showed on Sept. 11.”* Pataki’s ultimatum also applied to the Drawing 
Center, which attracted controversy of its own after the New York Daily 
News scrutinized its previous exhibitions and reported on material that 
took a critical stance toward the Bush administration.” The Drawing 
Center responded with a statement acknowledging the “inevitable ten- 
sions” between their mission and state interests; though they did not 
immediately bow out, they stated that they, “like any other cultural insti- 
tution,” had “a responsibility to adhere to its mission.””’ Ultimately, they 
withdrew with relatively little fanfare. In contrast, IFC organizers af- 
firmed that their center would respect Pataki’s parameters, suggesting 
that there was, in fact, no tension between their own goals and the im- 
peratives associated with official commemoration. “Our programming 
must, and will, respect those lost on Sept. 11, and honor the country we all 
love,” said Tom A. Bernstein, one of the center’s founders.”° In a letter to 
Stefan Pryor, the president of the Lower Manhattan Development Corpo- 
ration, the IFC pledged: “We will not ‘blame America’ or attack champions 
of freedom. Any suggestion that we will feature anti-American program- 
ming is wrong. We are proud patriots.” 

Burlingame and her allies in the Take Back the Memorial movement 
remained unsatisfied with these assurances, however. It was not enough 
to create a museum that pledged not to denigrate the nation; instead, the 
IFC’s critics insisted that any cultural institution on the site tell only the 
story of 9/11.°° In August, Burlingame told the New York Times that she 
would endorse plans for a cultural building only if it was “redesigned to be 
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filled with the story of 9/11.”*" She explained: “We're not saying boycott 
the memorial; we're saying, fill it with the story of 9/11, or get it off the 
site.”** On the fourth anniversary of September 11, several hundred 
people gathered for a rally on Church Street to protest the plans for the 
IFC. Protester Anthony Gardner, whose brother perished in the north 
tower, suggested that the center would undermine the site’s function as a 
venue for commemoration: “The I.F.C. threatens to turn ground zero into 
a place of endless controversy rather than a place of honor.”*? Dissent, for 
Gardner, would represent an intrusion of the profane into a site he held 
sacrosanct. After the IFC released a report summarizing its plans in 
greater detail, New York Senator Hillary Clinton gave the protests against 
the museum additional political force from the left. In a statement re- 
leased to the New York Post, Clinton relayed that she was “troubled by the 
serious concerns that family members and first responders have expressed 
to me,” and said explicitly that she could not support the IFC.** 

In contrast, the New York Times responded to the unfolding struggle 
with a series of editorials arguing that barring the IFC or monitoring 
the museum’s content violated quintessential American values: in par- 
ticular, the ideal of freedom enshrined in both the IFC’s mission and 
the vigorous protest against it. In “bowing to some of the survivors’ 
growing hostility to any version of 9/11 except their own,” the Times 
opined in June, Pataki was “doing a disservice to history and to the 
very idea of freedom.”*° In July, the Times argued that Pataki in fact ran 
the risk of “turning ground zero into a place where we bury the free- 
doms that define this nation.” And in August, they wrote that the 
“core of the attack on the Freedom Center is the assumption that any 
debate or dissent near ground zero will dishonor the dead,” arguing—in 
opposition—that “this attempt to stifle discussion at the site of the 
9/11 attacks is utterly at odds with the spirit that should be embodied 
in this sacred place.”°” 

In the end, Burlingame and her allies prevailed: on September 28, 
2005, Pataki announced that there was “too much opposition, too much 
controversy” to move forward with the IFC, “and we must move forward 
with our first priority, the creation of an inspiring memorial.”** The IFC 
immediately declared itself out of business.*? For his part, Tofel voiced 
concern over the long-term implications of Pataki’s decision. The IFC, he 
said, “helped give life to the original concept of what this place was 
about.”° Without it, he claimed, the site would lack “a living memorial in 
any sense of the word”—an institution that would draw visitors with no 
personal connection to 9/11 back to the site as time passed.“ Speaking 
collectively, the IFC’s executives expressed disappointment at the “loss of 
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a museum of freedom at the place where freedom was so brutally chal- 
lenged.”” Burlingame, in contrast, congratulated Pataki, suggesting that 
the IFC represented “an obstacle” not only for those directly affected by 
9/11, “but for all Americans who will be coming to the World Trade Center 
memorial to hear the story of 9/11 and that story only.”*? The story of 
9/11, she added, was not just about loss but was also “an uplifting story of 
decency triumphing over depravity.”** 

In the struggle over the IFC, the parties to the controversy agreed 
that the sacred value to be commemorated on hallowed ground in 
lower Manhattan was freedom. Both supporters and opponents of the 
museum understood themselves as patriotic, devoted to preserving and 
indeed further enshrining this archetypal American ideal. Yet—as Bur- 
lingame herself suggested in her original critique of the IFC—their un- 
derstandings of freedom, and thus of how to construct a memorial that 
celebrated this ideal, diverged profoundly. Was September 11 to be un- 
derstood as an event sui generis—interpreted as “an uplifting story of 
decency triumphing over depravity” that provided a window onto some 
fundamental American spirit—or as a moment in an ongoing global 
struggle for freedom, a struggle that remained incomplete, perhaps 
even a struggle in which the United States had fallen short of its own 
ideals? In this case, key stakeholders found themselves unable to estab- 
lish a consensual interpretation of 9/11 and thus a common vision for 
its most sacred site of memory. While multivocal commemorations have 
brought many such stakeholders together to share in collective ritual 
amidst these deep disagreements—though punctuated by the kind of 
protest that arose over the IFC on the fourth anniversary—efforts to 
define the meaning of New York’s “ground zero” in more concrete terms 
yield overt expressions of dissent, even resentment. As they grappled 
with the legacies of the collective suffering commemorated in lower 
Manhattan and struggled to establish a common account of 9/11 that 
could be embodied in a reconstructed World Trade Center site, these 
prominent moral entrepreneurs ultimately found themselves exchang- 
ing antipathies. 

The debate over the meaning of “ground zero” did not end when 
Pataki banished the IFC from the memorial quadrant, however. Indeed, 
such debates were not even confined to the memorial quadrant—the 
patch of lower Manhattan that had become most inviolable among 
family members. Instead, public dissent became even more vociferous— 
and garnered far more attention on the national stage—when an Is- 
lamic community center selected a site two blocks from the World Trade 
Center. 
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PARK51: THE “GROUND ZERO MOSQUE” 


The Muslim community center that generated bellicose debate across the 
nation in 2010 was originally called the Cordoba House. The New York 
Times reported that the Cordoba House was intended as “a monument to 
religious tolerance,” and had been named for the Spanish city “where Mus- 
lims, Jews, and Christians lived together centuries ago in the midst of re- 
ligious foment.” Slated for 45-51 Park Place, the center was eventually 
given the more generic name “Park51.” But its founders understood the 
location as conveying a symbolic message: “We want to push back against 
the extremists,” said Feisal Abdul Rauf, the imam who was slated to be the 
center’s leading cleric, in 2009.*° The center was to include a mosque, but 
it had a broader mission, modeled after the YMCA and the Jewish Com- 
munity Center. Its founders also planned to include a swimming pool and 
a 500-seat auditorium, and to feature interfaith programming that would 
serve the general community. Despite its location (two blocks away from 
the epicenter of the destruction) and its encompassing mission (it would 
include prayer space, but its founders envisioned the center as much more 
than a place of worship), the center came to be known in much popular 
commentary as “the ground zero mosque.” This misleading nomenclature 
fanned the flames of controversy. 

Once again, parties to the debate overwhelmingly agreed that “ground 
zero’ —in this instance conceived broadly as the World Trade Center site 
and the surrounding neighborhood—represented sacred ground, “hal- 
lowed,” as commentators often put it, by the events that occurred there on 
September 11. But they disagreed as to whether the proposed Islamic 
community center would be a monument to religious freedom, tolerance, 
and democracy befitting this iconic American site, or an affront to those 
who perished at the site on 9/11 that would mar an inviolable place. The 
debate centered not so much on any legal issues at stake; indeed, a number 
of prominent commentators who argued against the community center 
acknowledged that the proposal violated no laws. It focused, instead, on 
emotional and symbolic matters: while opponents argued that there was a 
cultural and moral imperative for the center to pull out and find another 
location, supporters argued that the symbolic imperative ran in the other 
direction—that if built on sacred ground, the center would serve as an 
emblem of American pluralism and freedom. 

The controversy unfolded as New York City’s Landmarks Preservation 
Commission considered whether to designate the building located at 
45-47 Park Place a protected landmark. The community center planned to 
tear down the building and replace it; granting the existing structure 
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status as a landmark would halt the project.“ Family members weighed in 
on both sides of the debate, making public statements that again brought 
to light a deep conflict over both the particular significance of New York’s 
“ground zero” and the meaning of celebrated national values. Sally Regen- 
hard, whose firefighter son, Christian, died in the rescue effort, said that 
the center would represent “sacrilege on sacred ground.”® She added: “It’s 
hard enough to go down to that pit of hell and death.” In contrast, Adele 
Welty—also the mother of a firefighter who perished at the World Trade 
Center—argued that Park51 would be a powerful testament to American 
pluralism, an emblem of religious freedom: “If we manage to get it built 
and can avoid violence in the process, the world can see that we are a tow- 
ering nation, that we believe in and practice freedom of religion.”*° Valerie 
Lucznikowska, whose nephew, Adam Arias, died at the World Trade 
Center, echoed the sentiment: “I want tolerance, I want inclusion, and 
there is no better embodiment,” she said.” The Anti-Defamation League 
(ADL) surprised many observers when it issued a public statement against 
the proposal. Abraham H. Foxman, the ADL's national director, argued 
that family members’ emotional pain be afforded special consideration, 
citing similar attitudes toward Holocaust survivors: “Their anguish enti- 
tles them to positions that others would categorize as irrational or big- 
oted,” he said, suggesting that a site “a mile away” from the epicenter of 
the 9/11 destruction might be more appropriate.°* 

This time, the local dispute took on the contours of a national referen- 
dum. Sarah Palin, the 2008 Republican vice presidential candidate, called 


”53 while Giuliani invoked the famil- 


the plan an “unnecessary provocation, 
iar analogy to Pearl Harbor. “This is a desecration,” he said over the radio 


on the Jeff Katz Show. 


Nobody would allow something like that at Pearl Harbor. Let’s have some re- 
spect for who died there and why they died there. Let’s not put this off on some 
kind of politically correct theory. 


I mean, they died there because of Islamic extremist terrorism. They are our 
enemy, we can say that, the world will not end when we say that. And the real- 
ity is, it will not and should not insult any decent Muslim because decent Mus- 


lims should be as opposed to Islamic extremism as you and I are.*4 


The boundaries Giuliani drew around the moral community in question— 
the community to whom New York’s “ground zero” belonged—were re- 
vealing. In the us-and-them contrast he invoked—“You and I” versus 


” 


“Islamic extremist terrorism,” “our enemy’—“decent Muslims” occupied 
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some liminal space. “Decent Muslims,” according to Giuliani, are expected 
to respect the inviolability of “ground zero,” but this hallowed place be- 
longs to someone else; they cannot claim it as their own. 

Mayor Bloomberg, however, argued precisely the opposite: the commu- 
nity center was not a desecration, but instead an emblem of the values 
most sacred in the American national tradition. After the Landmarks 
Preservation Commission voted against granting historic protection 
status to the building at 45-47 Park Place,” Bloomberg delivered an ad- 
dress on Governors Island off the tip of lower Manhattan. With the Statue 
of Liberty in the background, Bloomberg said that barring the center 
would “betray our values” and undermine “the best part of ourselves— 
and who we are as New Yorkers and Americans.”°¢ Indeed, he argued that 
doing so would violate the very freedoms that the first responders who 
participated in the rescue effort worked to defend. Bloomberg argued: 
“The attack was an act of war—and our first responders defended not only 
our City but also our country and our Constitution. We do not honor their 
lives by denying the very Constitutional rights they died protecting. We 
honor their lives by defending those rights—and the freedoms that the 
terrorists attacked.”*’ In Bloomberg’s narrative, 9/11 was an attack on the 
“spirit of openness and acceptance” that characterized both New York as a 
city and the United States as a nation, and thus it was imperative, morally 
and symbolically, to allow the plans for the center to go forward.*® It is 
worth noting that Bloomberg never questioned whether Park51’s pro- 
posed location—two blocks from the World Trade Center—was truly “hal- 
lowed ground,” set apart from the rest of the city, reserved only for entities 
that honor the 9/11 dead and represent national values of the highest 
order. Instead, both Bloomberg and his opponents in the debate affirmed 
that this space, too, is sacred, even as they disagreed powerfully on what 
would represent a desecration: intervention that subverted the establish- 
ment of an Islamic center, or allowing the plans to move forward. 

A few days later, the American Freedom Defense Initiative—organized 
by right-wing blogger Pamela Geller—gained approval for an advertise- 
ment on city buses protesting the plan for the center. The ad juxtaposed 
the image of the World Trade Center—with one tower in flames and a 
plane flying into the other—with a rendering of Park51, labeled “WTC 
MEGA MOSQUE,” and asking: “WHY THERE?”™ Eventually, Obama 
weighed in on the matter, indicating that the debate had indeed become a 
national referendum. The president’s initial statement largely echoed 
Bloomberg’s sentiments. Obama expressed understanding for “the emo- 
tions that this issue engenders,” and said that “Ground Zero is, indeed, 
hallowed ground.”® Yet, like Bloomberg, he argued that to allow the center 
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would be to uphold “religious freedom,” and thereby affirm a central tenet 
of American national identity.°1 Obama reflected: “The principle that 
people of all faiths are welcome in this country and that they will not be 
treated differently by their government is essential to who we are. The 
writ of the Founders must endure.”® The next day, however, he backped- 
aled slightly, stating: “I was not commenting and I will not comment on 
the wisdom of making the decision to put a mosque there.”® The remarks, 
Obama explained, were intended to address the legal aspect of the issue: 
“I was commenting very specifically on the right people have that dates 
back to our founding. That’s what our country is about.”** 

Public opinion polling revealed significant opposition to the commu- 
nity center among New Yorkers even after the city gave the proposal the 
green light. Like a number of politicians, many New Yorkers apparently 
viewed the issue primarily through a moral and emotional rather than 
legal lens. In an August 27-31, 2010, New York Times poll among New 
Yorkers, 67 percent of respondents suggested that the center should not be 
built, agreeing that “while Muslims have the right to do it, they should 
find a less controversial location.” Twenty-seven percent stated that the 
center should be built, agreeing that “moving it would compromise Amer- 
ican values.” When asked whether the organizers had a right to build it, 62 
percent of respondents said yes, while 29 percent said no. Brooklyn resi- 
dent Marilyn Fisher offered insight into this disjuncture in a follow-up 
interview: “My granddaughter and I were having this conversation and 
she said stopping them from building is going against the freedom of reli- 
gion guaranteed by our Constitution,” Fisher said. “I absolutely agree with 
her except in this case. I think everything in this world is not black and 
white; there is always a gray area and the gray area right now is sensitivity 
to those affected by 9/11, the survivors of the people lost.” Opposition to 
the proposal was lower among Manhattan residents than their counter- 
parts in the other boroughs, though still considerable: 51 percent of re- 
spondents from Manhattan said they favored the construction of the 
community center, while 41 percent were opposed.® 

Plans for Park51 faltered in the wake of the furor. Tensions between 
Rauf and the site’s developer, Sharif El-Gamal, head of Soho Properties, 
lead to a January 2011 announcement that Rauf’s role would be signifi- 
cantly circumscribed.®° Once the leading cleric and the public face for the 
project, Rauf would remain on the board but would no longer fundraise or 
speak on behalf of the center.®’ The imam who was tapped to take his place 
in leading Park51’s Friday prayer services, Abdallah Adhami, stepped 
down merely three weeks later.®* Later in the year, Soho Properties faced 
legal battles over back rent allegedly owed to Consolidated Edison.® In 
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August of 2011, following this series of setbacks, El-Gamal said that he 
was embracing a more deliberate and incremental approach to the pro- 
ject.” He retained his original vision for the community center, but said 
he would work to build relationships with donors and relevant constituen- 
cies in the surrounding community—neighborhood groups and Muslim 
organizations—before reconstructing the site.” Three years later, in April 
2014, El-Gamal announced plans to implement a different vision: a three- 
story museum “dedicated to exploring the faith of Islam and its arts and 
culture” rather than the 15-story community center he had originally pro- 
posed.” The planned museum will still include prayer space.” 


RELIGION IN THE RUBBLE: THE “WORLD TRADE CENTER CROSS” 


Religious symbolism of a different sort took center stage in the conflict 
over the fate of an intersecting steel beam discovered in the rubble at the 
World Trade Center on September 13, 2001, and rapidly invested with pro- 
found, indeed transcendent, meaning. The object first garnered attention 
when construction worker Frank Silecchia encountered it in the course of 
the rescue and recovery effort, interpreting it as a Christian symbol—a 
cross—and pointing it out to fellow workers at the site.” Crucially, for 
Silecchia, the object was not just a cross-shaped beam—a piece of debris 
that he had invested with symbolic significance. It was instead a direct 
sign from God, a mode of divine communication. “Some people will say it’s 
velocity or physics that put it there,” Silecchia explained in October 2001. 
“To me, it’s an act of God.””> Silecchia expanded these reflections in the 
Christian magazine Guideposts: “the cross was a sign, a promise from God 
that he is with us even in the face of terrible evil and untold suffering. 
Especially then.””® Vision, as Geneviève Zubrzycki points out, is “a cul- 
tural act,” and indeed Silecchia’s “way of seeing” the cross-shaped beam— 
quickly adopted by many others at the site—sacralized the object.”’ 
Shortly after he stumbled on the cross-shaped beam, Silecchia brought 
it to the attention of Franciscan friar Brian Jordan, who worked as a chap- 
lain at the World Trade Center site from September 2001 through June 
2002. He, too, approached it as a religious symbol. Over the following 
decade, his energetic moral entrepreneurship transformed the beam into 
an object of veneration and a widely recognizable symbol among New 
Yorkers as well as the wider public. On October 4, 2001, Jordan presided 
over an initial ceremony at the World Trade Center site, where he con- 
ferred a blessing upon the beam and sprinkled it with holy water. “Behold 
the glory of the cross at Ground Zero,” he said. “This is our symbol of hope, 
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our symbol of faith, our symbol of healing.””® On Sundays during the 
cleanup, Jordan celebrated mass in the presence of the cross-shaped 
beam.” More generally, many workers apparently used the “cross” as a site 
for respite, contemplation, and prayer throughout the recovery and 
cleanup effort. And as time went on, Jordan championed its preservation, 
advocating its inclusion in the eventual memorial.®° When other artifacts 
from the World Trade Center site were transported to a hangar at John F. 
Kennedy International Airport, Jordan secured permission to store the 
cross outside St. Peter’s Roman Catholic Church on Barclay Street nearby.’ 
In October 2006, when it was moved, Jordan led a procession from the 
World Trade Center site to St. Peter’s, where Kevin V. Madigan—the priest 
who had agreed to provide a temporary home for the cross—offered his 
own blessing.** The care and indeed reverence with which Jordan and 
others approached the object revealed that—for many—it was not just a 
notable artifact worthy of preservation. Instead, even five years after it 
was discovered and more than four years after the cleanup effort con- 
cluded, it remained a sacred object worthy of veneration in the present. 

It was precisely the reverence with which this object was treated that 
fueled a conflict over its place within the National September 11 Memo- 
rial Museum: both its “form’—so easily interpreted as a cross—and “the 
stages on which [it was] displayed” augmented its force as a sacred 
symbol.® From the beginning, Jordan’s efforts to preserve the cross for 
eventual inclusion in the museum attracted notable criticism. In 2003, 
Joshua Chadajo, the executive director of the Coalition for Jewish Con- 
cerns, said that the symbol “doesn’t represent a number of the victims” 
and suggested that it be treated as a piece of the debris and “removed from 
the site.”** Ellen Johnson, the president of the group American Atheists, 
sharply critiqued Jordan’s interpretation of the object’s transcendent 
meaning: “The idea that this is some kind of a message from a loving God 
is absolutely insane.”® Jordan’s critics also countered his claim that the 
cross was “an interfaith sign,” challenging his assertion that if workers 
had “found a Star of David or a menorah or a crescent, we would have 
erected it and used it as a sign of God’s presence.”*° 

The debate intensified as the redevelopment of the World Trade Center 
site moved forward. In July 2011, the beam returned to the site; the 
museum was still under construction, but its curators had decided to give 
the object a permanent place in its collection. En route from St. Peter’s to 
the World Trade Center, Jordan—along with about 200 family members 
and rescue workers—paused in Zuccotti Park to stand alongside the cross 
and offer another blessing. Former Mayor Giuliani was also in attendance. 
The artifact then traveled another block to the World Trade Center, where 
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it was lowered by crane to the museum’s underground location. “This is 
one of the most cathartic moments I have felt,” Jordan reflected. “I feel a 
relief in the sense that I know it’s found a permanent home, and for many 
of those who lost loved ones on that day, it is a relief for them, too.”®” 

Ina press release announcing the move and affirming that the museum 
would be the beam’s “permanent setting,” 9/11 Memorial officials referred 
to the artifact as the “World Trade Center Cross” and quoted Jordan: “I 
urge all those who believe in the consolation and power of the Cross to 
visit it in its future home in the Memorial Museum.” To a certain extent, 
museum officials adopted more neutral language than Jordan. Museum 
Director Alice M. Greenwald said: “it will be our privilege to present the 
Cross in the Memorial Museum as a testament to the role of spirituality in 
providing comfort and strength to those who worked with courage and 
selfless devotion during the nine months of recovery at ground zero.” But 
the language of the official statement also betrayed some commitment to 
sustaining the object’s continued religious significance—the reverence it 
elicited from many—and revealed the tension between the museum’s dual 
roles: preserving history and commemorating it. At a most basic level, the 
official press release referred to the object as a cross—not as a steel beam 
or an artifact—and indeed rendered it as a proper noun: “the World Trade 
Center Cross.” Furthermore, the document explained that this piece of the 
rubble was “[ilmmediately recognized as a cross’—as though this was 
indeed its underlying objective identity. Memorial President Joseph Dan- 
iels reflected on the object’s commemorative significance, and suggested 
that the commemorative mission ultimately predominated in the museum 
context: “The World Trade Center Cross is an important part of our com- 
mitment to bring back the authentic physical reminders that tell the his- 
tory of 9/11 in a way nothing else could,” he said. “Its return is a symbol of 
the progress on the Memorial and Museum that we feel rather than see, 
reminding us that commemoration is at the heart of our mission.”®° 

Following the object’s move from St. Peter’s to the World Trade Center, 
American Atheists—a New Jersey-based nonprofit group—filed a lawsuit 
arguing that its inclusion in the 9/11 Memorial Museum violated the U.S. 
Constitution, the Constitutions of New York and New Jersey, and civil 
rights laws in both states. At issue was precisely the question of whether 
the beam was an artifact or a shrine, a piece of history or an object whose 
continued veneration was sanctioned or even encouraged by the state. 
Marc D. Stern, associate counsel of the American Jewish Committee, ex- 
plained to the New York Times after the suit was filed that there was indeed 
ambiguity in the role that this object was to play at the site. On the one 
hand, he said: “It’s a significant part of the story of the reaction to the 
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attack, and that is a secular piece of history.”® On the other hand, how- 
ever, both “the repeated blessing of the cross” and “the way believers speak 
about the cross” reveal that “it has intense present religious meaning to 
many people.” The lawsuit invoked the July 23, 2011, blessing explicitly, 
arguing that the object was in fact venerated at the moment when it was 
incorporated into the museum, and that the state had thus endorsed its 
status as a sacred object. 


On July 23, 2011, Defendants placed a 20-foot cross (“the cross”) on land 
owned by the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey and/or the City of 
New York. The cross, which has been altered to more closely resemble a Latin 
cross and, upon information and belief, inscribed with “Jesus” on its vertical 
beam, was placed in the planned September 11 Memorial and Museum in a 
televised ceremony that included its reconsecration and/or blessing by defend- 


ant Brian Jordan.”! 


According to American Atheists, the object’s inclusion in the museum 
thus represented the “display of” a “religious icon on government land” 
and an “unlawful attempt to promote a specific religion” there.” The 
group requested that the beam be removed or that the museum allow for 
equal representation for all religious faiths, as well as nonbelievers, and 
offered to fund a memorial “for the atheists who died.”® The lawsuit was 
dismissed: in March 2013, Judge Deborah A. Batts of the Federal Dis- 
trict Court in Manhattan concluded that the beam—which was slated 
for an exhibit titled “Finding Meaning at Ground Zero”—was an artifact 
whose purpose in the museum was “historical and secular.” “No reason- 
able observer would view the artifact as endorsing Christianity,” Batts 
explained. 

Batts’s ruling triggered fresh debate on how the sacred site of memory 
at the World Trade Center might best represent not only the events that 
transpired there, but also the American nation broadly conceived; it 
became an occasion for contesting national identity, for arguing over “how 
society should (or should not) be.”™ And again, the symbolic struggle fea- 
tured competing understandings of the same fundamental values, values 
both sides ostensibly held sacred—in this case, religious freedom specifi- 
cally. “The First Amendment, our most fundamental statement of rights, 
is clear that our government shall not show preference to one religion over 
any other belief system; it must remain neutral,” wrote David Silverman, 
president of American Atheists. “Violating this most basic principle is not 
only against the law, it’s un-American. . . . Atheists will have an equal 
place, or it [religious symbolism such as the cross] all must go. That’s fair, 
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that’s legal, that’s religious neutrality—that’s the American way.”*° He an- 
nounced that American Atheists would appeal the case. 

Jordan Sekulow, executive director of the conservative American 
Center for Law and Justice (ACLJ), and Matthew Clark, an ACLJ attorney, 
argued precisely the opposite. Removing the artifact, they suggested, 
would represent an affront to historic American values, a denial of the 
ways in which religion—particularly Christianity—gave life to the nation: 
“The bottom line is that religion, and especially Christianity, is a part of 
our society, it’s a part of our culture, and it’s part of America’s history. And 
no unending legal assault by secularists can change that fact.”*’ Writing 
for Fox News, Sekulow posited more provocatively that—as a result of the 
lawsuit—“the Ground Zero Cross” was “at a different ‘Ground Zero’— 
Ground Zero of an atheist attack on our religious past, and our religious 
future.”*° The “extraordinarily angry atheists,” he argued, aim for “noth- 
ing less than the secularization of American culture, the shaming and 
mocking of faith right out of the American heart.”°? Invoking Jeffersonian 
language, he concluded: “Our Creator has endowed us with our liberty. It 
would be a deep and lasting shame if fear of lawsuits caused us to reject 
those God-given liberties and drive our Creator from the public square.” 10° 

Charles C. Haynes, a senior scholar at the Freedom Forum First Amend- 
ment Center and a director of the Religious Freedom Education Project at 
the Newseum in Washington, adopted less polemical language, but like- 
wise presented an opposing interpretation of the American commitment 
to religious freedom and the protections it entails: “For James Madison, 
Thomas Jefferson and other early supporters of church-state separation, 
authentic religious liberty requires that government remain neutral toward 
religion while simultaneously upholding the right of religious people and 
institutions to participate fully in the public square.” +° The inclusion of the 
cross-shaped beam, he argued, protected and affirmed religious people’s 
right to participate in public life, securing their inclusion in American civil 
society. Once again, then, the effort to narrativize and memorialize 9/11 
became a window onto the profound tensions over “who Americans are,” 
the question of collective self-definition at the heart of politics.’ 

As of spring 2014, American Atheists was appealing the case, while the 
cross-shaped beam stood inside the newly opened museum. Labeled “The 
Cross at Ground Zero,” the display tells the story of Silecchia finding the 
“intersecting steel column and crossbeam” and bringing “the cross-shaped 
steel to the attention of other workers and members of the clergy’; it in- 
cludes video footage of Jordan blessing the cross on October 4, 2001. A 
sign that announced “Catholic mass every Sunday under the cross at West 
Street” is displayed as well. The accompanying text, however, presents the 
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cross as a symbol with significance to a population that far transcended 
Catholics or even Christians in general: “Individuals of many faiths and 
belief systems saw the cross as a symbol of hope, faith, and healing.” In the 
same area are other pieces of what the museum calls “symbol steel,” cut 
into shapes by ironworkers and given “as mementos and tokens of comfort 
to other workers and victims’ relatives.” They include a Maltese cross, a 
heart, a rendering of the Twin Towers, and a Star of David. 


TRAUMA, RESSENTIMENT, AND THE MEANING OF SEPTEMBER 11 


As I suggested in chapter 6, the annual commemorations in lower Man- 
hattan recall the pain of 9/11—the wound it inflicted on individual lives 
as well as on the collective conscience—and provide symbolic material for 
introspection. Yet they do so without forging a clear place for it in a shared 
narrative. The debates I have traced in this chapter provide some indica- 
tion of the challenges public officials might face if they addressed the call 
for consolation narratives more directly: if they worked, as Robert Burke 
put it on the pages of the New York Daily News, to “define for us the situa- 
tion at hand; explain its significance and magnitude and provide a path 
for us to follow.” +° 

Specifically, these debates reveal that beneath the open-ended commem- 
orations I described in chapter 6 is an inability among key stakeholders to 
forge a consensual interpretation of 9/11, to settle upon its meaning such 
that it can be assimilated into larger collective narratives. Cultural trauma, 
it seems, is indeed the appropriate metaphor here: this injury, not—or not 
yet—fully incorporated into familiar American narratives, has left an en- 
during wound on the body politic. Who or what was attacked on September 
11? The abstract values of “freedom” and “liberty,” “tolerance” and “plural- 
ism,” and the cherished laws and policies they underwrite—freedom of re- 
ligion, freedom of speech, the separation of church and state? What, 
precisely, do these abstract values represent? A commitment to a particular- 
istic national tradition, to embracing the Christian commitments that in- 
spired some of the nation’s earliest visionaries? A commitment to tolerance 
and pluralism, to accommodating—or, even more, thematizing—cultural 
and religious heterogeneity within the nation’s most sacred landscapes? 
Does upholding religious freedom necessitate religious neutrality, or does it 
instead require protections for explicit religious participation in public 
spaces? Is critical reflection on collective shortcomings—on difficult mo- 
ments in the nation’s past—a task befitting American ground held sacro- 
sanct and inviolable? 
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Such questions remain a source of deep and abiding dissent. And 
without answers, Americans can neither forget September 11 nor fully 
move beyond it. Instead, its memory elicits powerful expressions of 
antipathy—toward the perpetrators; toward Islamic symbolism; toward 
interlocutors who disagree on the meaning of 9/11 and indeed the meaning 
of America itself. And these profound antipathies illuminate the insight 
that resentment is the outer-directed manifestation of trauma:' that it 
is a logical response to suffering that remains “most painfully present,” 
but whose meaning remains elusive. °’ 

The memorial and museum that now occupy the site embody this en- 
during sense of cultural trauma. Michael Arad’s minimalist memorial 
design stands firmly within the Maya Lin genre. Two enormous voids 
mark the places where the Twin Towers once stood. Water plunges from 
street level into reflecting pools below; each pool contains a smaller void 
in its center that cuts still deeper into the earth. Bronze parapets sur- 
rounding the voids display the names of those who perished at all three of 
the 9/11 crash sites, as well as the six who died during the World Trade 
Center bombing in 1993. A forest of oak trees was added to Arad’s original 
design in collaboration with landscape architect Peter Walker with the in- 
tention of augmenting the empty voids with subtle symbols of renewal 
and rebirth. The memorial’s focal point, however—like that of the Vi- 
etnam Veterans Memorial—is the names of the dead, and the indelible 
wound created by their loss, signified by the sheer enormity of the voids. 
Here, too, visitors regularly leave tokens on the memorial, marking partic- 
ular names with small flags, flowers, photographs, and the like. 

At some remove from the memorial stands 1 World Trade Center, a 
tower that stretches a symbolic 1,776 feet into the sky. Once known as the 
“Freedom Tower,” it provides a more triumphalist—and, given its height, 
decidedly nationalistic—symbol alongside the voids that cut deep into 
the earth. The juxtaposition of minimalist memorial and triumphalist 
tower in some sense parallels the symbolic ambivalence of the Vietnam 
Memorial, vividly displaying the interpretive tensions that continue to 
characterize the struggle over the site, the event, and the place of both in 
American collective memory. 

The ongoing trauma of September 11 is perhaps most evident in the 
museum, which opened in May 2014. With its main exhibitions located 70 
feet below ground level, in the footprints of the towers, the museum takes 
its visitors on a slow descent. On the ramp that leads down into the muse- 
um’s dark, cavernous space, audio recordings quickly draw the visitor into 
the immediate experience of that day, as voices recall where they were 
when the news broke: Chicago; London; New Zealand; a coffee shop in 
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Knoxville, Tennessee; at the corner of Broadway and Rector Street in 
Manhattan. These voices narrate the shock of hearing the news on the 
radio, of turning on their televisions to see the violence and its effects, of 
watching the second plane crash into the south tower in real time, of 
struggling to reach loved ones, of feeling alone, lost, and afraid. Quota- 
tions from the recordings are projected in white print on columns in this 
dark space, with key phrases emboldened for emphasis. Descending fur- 
ther, visitors encounter two photographs of the Manhattan skyline—one 
taken at dusk, labeled August 2001, and the other from September 11, the 
skyline overtaken with rising clouds of smoke. At bedrock, a quotation 
from Virgil’s Aeneid proclaims: “No day shall erase you from the memory 
of time.”'°8 Behind this wall is a repository for unidentified human re- 
mains, accessible only to family members, awaiting advancements in DNA 
technology.'°9 

In the footprint of the south tower, an exhibit commemorates each life 
lost individually. The names are read continuously, spoken by those with 
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personal connections to the dead: “my mother,” “my husband,” “my uncle,” 
“my son,” “my sister,” “my best friend.” Photographs and brief biographies 
are projected onto a wall, along with audio recordings of loved ones who 
give voice to memories of those they lost. In the footprint of the north 
tower, an extensive exhibit reconstructs the events of September 11, 
2001, in painstaking, minute-by-minute detail. Visitors are confronted 
with the sound of sirens; with video footage of Katie Couric and Matt 
Lauer breaking the news live on NBC; with images of the burning towers 
and photographs of eyewitnesses whose shock and pain is palpable. In al- 
coves, set apart for the especially sensitive material they contain, audio 
recordings from survivors and rescue workers narrate the firsthand expe- 
rience of the day; voicemails recount the final moments of some who per- 
ished; harrowing photographs show people leaping from the burning 
buildings. This is precisely the stuff of trauma: in the absence of an ade- 
quate narrative, the sufferer remains ensnared in the moment of injury, 
condemned to repeat the past.1° 

Even as the exhibit moves into the aftermath of September 11, the 
sense of enduring trauma is evident. Visitors encounter a massive array of 
images and artifacts—personal objects such as a watch, a wedding ring, 
and a pair of bloodstained shoes; images of candlelight vigils and make- 
shift memorials—that invite them to experience, or reexperience, the dis- 
parate reactions that the day’s events generated. But they do so without 
placing these reactions or the event itself into a broader narrative context. 
Posters that featured photographs of Osama bin Laden and declared—as 
Bush had—“Wanted: Dead or Alive” appear on a wall just above images 
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from a protest staged by artists near the military recruiting station in 
Times Square on September 25 and October 5, 2001. Their signs read: 
“Our Grief is Not a Cry for War.” A single panel addresses the public debate 
over both the PATRIOT Act and the “Global War on Terror.” In a film titled 
“Rebirth at Ground Zero”—in which images of the reconstruction sur- 
round the viewer, projected not only at the front of the room, but also on 
both sides—a woman expresses hope that she will one day be able to “in- 
tegrate” the experience of September 11, 2001. If the museum—which 
bills itself as “the country’s principal institution for examining the impli- 
cations of the events of 9/11, documenting the impact of those events and 
exploring the continuing significance of September 11, 2001”—is any in- 
dication, such integration at the level of collective narratives has not yet 
become possible." 

Though political leaders have at times entered the fray in the interpre- 
tive struggles I have analyzed in this chapter, even the nation’s highest 
officials have approached the sacred space known as “ground zero” with 
special care. As I noted in chapter 4, politicians were a silent presence 
during the first memorial service at the World Trade Center in October 
2001, relying instead on clergy to provide words that would memorialize 
the dead and attempt to console the mourners. And even presidents have 
fallen in line with established commemorative practices during the anni- 
versary observances, saving their speeches for other venues. When Bush 
traveled to New York on September 11, 2002, he delivered his soaring 
words describing the nation’s expansive mission at Ellis Island—a site 
rich with symbolic meaning, but at some distance from lower Manhat- 
tan’s “hallowed ground.” Obama waded into the debate over Park51, then 
quickly worked to distance himself from its emotional dimensions: he was 
commenting on its legality, he said, not its “wisdom.” 

Indeed, even beyond the anniversary observances, political affairs held 
at the World Trade Center have generally featured polysemic expressions of 
respect and sorrow rather than efforts to articulate the meaning of Sep- 
tember 11 in specific terms.''* Obama’s visit to lower Manhattan on May 5, 
2011—on the heels of his announcement that a U.S. operation had killed 
Osama bin Laden—is illustrative. In his initial remarks from the White 
House on May 1—as I noted in chapter 5—Obama described the mission as 
a national triumph, an embodiment of who Americans are, and proclaimed: 
“Justice has been done.”'!? He continued to articulate these themes in 
subsequent days. At a bipartisan Congressional dinner on May 2, he said: 
“We were reminded again that there is a pride in what this nation stands 
for, and what we can achieve, that runs far deeper than party, far deeper 
than politics.”™* Once again, the mission’s success in killing bin Laden 


[194] The Politics of Consolation 


became an expression of national identity, a manifestation of essential and 
abiding American qualities. He reinforced this interpretation during his 
visit to New York, telling a group of police officers who worked at the World 
Trade Center site that the “reason” bin Laden’s death was “important” was 
that “it sent a signal around the world that we have never forgotten the 
extraordinary sacrifices that were made on September 11th.”™ The mis- 
sion, Obama suggested, honored police officers’ fallen comrades, as well as 
their own contributions to the rescue and recovery effort. When he visited 
the World Trade Center, however, Obama made no remarks. Instead, he 
simply laid a wreath and bowed his head in silence." 

Such wordless gestures may indeed hold substantial symbolic power.'”” 
There are approaches to political consolation, and to symbolic expression 
more generally, other than spoken words. Consider, for instance, the 
iconic image of West German Chancellor Willy Brandt kneeling before the 
Warsaw Ghetto Memorial in 1970, communicating humility and regret for 
German atrocities in a manner that words perhaps could not have ex- 
pressed.''® Brandt later reflected: “I did what human beings do when 
speech fails them.”"'° Obama’s solemnity and silence no doubt communi- 
cated a respect for the dead, and for the site as a burial ground—no place 
for triumphant speechmaking or political point-scoring. Yet it is also 
worth considering the differences between such silent observances and 
narratives that maintain a place for—even thematize—moral and inter- 
pretive ambiguity while engaging an event in specific terms, grappling 
with the particular lessons it offers and even reconfiguring collective nar- 
ratives accordingly. Moving beyond the painful memory of September 11, 
healing the seemingly indelible wound it left on the body politic, will 
almost certainly require more of the latter than Americans have witnessed 
in recent years. 
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Conclusion 


CRISIS MOMENTS AND POLITICAL MEANINGS 


Whatever else they may be, crisis moments are occasions for reflecting 
upon, rethinking, and—potentially—reorganizing political meanings.’ 
Catastrophic events create moments of cultural and political liminality, 
when collectivities stand betwixt and between what they have been and 
what they will become, while the place of the disruptive event is negotiated.” 
The transformative potential of calamity and disaster resides not only in the 
disruptions to collective identity that such events inevitably create, disrup- 
tions that prompt political leaders and others to reconsider fundamental 
assumptions concerning who they are as a people. It resides also in the even 
more basic existential questions that arise in the process. What is the 
meaning of suffering? How do we make sense of loss and finitude? 
Addressing these questions, and in the process providing a sense of 
continuity—even transcendence—in the face of human mortality, has 
long been a task of national narratives.” But it is an especially pressing one 
in our present moment, an age when politicians’ symbolic, performative, 
and rhetorical tasks are defining rather than subsidiary elements of their 
leadership role.* In the United States, at least, politicians are comforters 
and consolers as much as they are policymakers and negotiators. More- 
over, the interpretive frameworks that provide meaning and consolation 
in the immediate aftermath of crisis events infuse more pragmatic genres 
of political speechmaking, and thus figure centrally in the ongoing effect 
flow of these events. What actions, if any, are required to ensure that 
present suffering is rendered meaningful? How will the living ensure that 
the dead attain symbolic immortality in the ongoing life of their nation? 


Political consolation is therefore not only a source of solace in the present, 
but a roadmap for the future, as social actors work to restore, reconstitute, 
or—perhaps—remake the collectivity, its institutions, and its common 
narratives. 

The effort to articulate the meaning of present suffering is always, as 
Philip Abrams put it, “a struggle to create a future out of the past.”° In the 
aftermath of September 11, politicians called on terms and tropes, ideas 
and images, from the past—sometimes the very distant past—to give 
shape to a disorienting series of events that initially confronted many ob- 
servers as without precedent. Even as they evoked a sense of profound 
historical rupture, American leaders compared New York’s “ground zero” 
to the U.S.S. Arizona, the field in bucolic Shanksville to Gettysburg, and 
the “war on terror” to the struggle against Nazism. Establishing such nar- 
rative associations between past and present was a crucial tool for polit- 
ical leaders as they addressed the existential questions at the core of 
political consolation; in the state discourse surrounding September 11, 
references to historical triumphs underwrote a progressive teleology, in 
which death and suffering became meaningful sacrifices that served a 
higher end. Attending to premediation—to the ways in which extant 
frameworks impinge upon new events even as they unfold—provides a 
crucial window onto the dynamics of culture and the sources of existen- 
tial meaning. 

At the same time, it also unsettles these very meanings, enabling what 
William Sewell calls “the de-reification of social life.”® That is, it illumi- 
nates what is arguably the quintessential insight of the sociological tradi- 
tion: the structures that confront us as ready-made and immutable, and 
that act back upon us, are in fact the result of vigorous “human activity.”’ 
The symbolic frameworks, the vocabularies of consolation, that often 
appear to speakers as incontestable answers to political and existential 
exigencies are, in the last analysis, contingent human products. And in 
this vein, it is worth reflecting on the role that interpretive and historical 
analysis might play in engaging the process of political meaning-making, 
especially with reference to liminal moments that feature heightened pos- 
sibilities for its reorganization. 

By “de-reifying” social life, historical approaches to interpretive anal- 
ysis open the subjunctive. Exposing the processes through which even the 
most obdurate semiotic structures are actively constructed and carried 
forward, they offer space for the analyst and her readers to contemplate 
how such structures might be unmade or remade. The Oxford English Dic- 
tionary defines the subjunctive as “a verbal mood that refers to an action 
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or state as conceived (rather than as a fact) and is therefore used chiefly to 
express a wish, command, exhortation, or a contingent, hypothetical, or 
prospective event.” To enter the subjunctive mood, then, is to contemplate 
the world not as it is, but as it could be: to “[traffic] in human possibilities 
rather than in settled certainties” and thus to “render the world less fixed, 
less banal, more susceptible to recreation,” as the psychologist Jerome 
Bruner puts it.® 

The anthropologist Victor Turner identified the subjunctive with the 
liminal phase at the heart of the rites of passage he studied. Such rituals, 
he wrote, “move from the ‘indicative’ mood of cultural process through 
culture’s ‘subjunctive’ mood back to the ‘indicative’ mood.”® Even more, 
however, he suggested that the subjunctive liminal phase left an indelible 
mark on its participants: when the passage is complete, the “recovered [in- 
dicative] mood has now been tempered, even transformed, by immersion 
in subjunctivity.”!° Similarly, Wagner-Pacifici describes moments of con- 
tingency in social life—such as standoffs—as “action in the subjunctive 
mood,” using the term to capture the “uncertainty” and “provisionality” 
that predominates in such circumstances, and drawing a parallel with 
Bernstein's conception of sideshadowing."' In lingering on liminal mo- 
ments, highlighting the processes through which taken-for-granted 
narratives come to premediate unique and anomalous new realities, side- 
shadowing alternate possibilities, and attending to instances of discourse 
contamination or hybridization that illuminate gaps between events and 
codes, interpretive analysis raises questions in the subjunctive mood. 
What might have been, or what might still come to be? And this “immer- 
sion in subjunctivity” can leave its participants “transformed’—de- 
reifying their sense of the world more permanently.” 

None of this is to suggest that we can ever be free of cultural structures 
entirely, or that we should strive to be. As Clifford Geertz memorably 
argued, without “our ability to create, grasp, and use symbols,” we would 
be utterly adrift—‘“more helpless . . . than the beavers.” This is perhaps 
especially true for the crisis moments that form the focus of this book. 
But the frameworks that premediate the unfolding present, that provide 
orientation and solace amidst liminality, can be more or less distorting. To 
bring my analysis to a close, then, I draw on the theoretical and historical 
material I have presented to consider how the alternate, tragic mode of 
political consolation might have constructed September 11 and diverted 
its effect flow, drawing on my empirical findings to enter the subjunctive 
mood and to “sideshadow” what might have been. 

Here, I venture onto normative terrain, though with the hope that the 
careful historical account I have provided offers a foundation for evaluative 
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judgment—that critique emerges as “the result of . . . historical descrip- 
tion, not the reason for it.” Indeed, the current moment seems especially 
ripe for such reflections, offering some historical remove from events that 
nonetheless continue to grip and polarize the American public. Despite the 
powerful force of dualistic discourse in the wake of September 11, and its 
afterlife in various genres of political speechmaking, the meaning of this 
wound on the body politic is in many ways yet to be decided. 


SIDESHADOWING AND SEPTEMBER 11 


On November 7, 2001, former president Bill Clinton delivered remarks at 
Georgetown University in Washington, D.C., his own undergraduate alma 
mater. Addressed primarily to students—young adults who felt, perhaps, 
that they were experiencing the first grave national crisis of their life- 
time—his speech reflected at length on the events of September 11, and 
their meaning for the nation and its future. He was careful to clarify that 
he spoke “in the context of my present job,” as “a citizen,” and that he sup- 
ported “the efforts of President Bush, the national security team, and our 
allies in fighting the current terrorist threat.”!° Like Bush, he interpreted 
September 11 not as an isolated event, but as a signal of an oncoming 
struggle: “a struggle,” he said, “for the soul of the 21st century and the 
world in which you students live and raise your own children and make 
your own way.”’° But he defined the contours of this struggle very differ- 
ently from his successor. 

At the moment when his nation was just beginning its “war on terror,” 
Clinton reflected at some length upon the very meaning of the term 
“terror’—a term that had quickly become ubiquitous in state discourse 
yet was infrequently contemplated or interrogated in official speechmak- 
ing. In the process, Clinton simultaneously sought to provide reassurance 
to his youthful audience and to historicize the events they had witnessed 
two months prior: 


terror, the killing of noncombatants for economic, political, or religious rea- 
sons, has a very long history, as long as organized combat itself, and yet it has 
never succeeded as a military strategy standing on its own.... Those of us who 
come from various European lineages are not blameless. Indeed, in the first 
Crusade, when the Christian soldiers took Jerusalem, they first burned a syn- 
agogue with 300 Jews in it, and proceeded to kill every woman and child who 
was Muslim on the Temple Mount. . . . I can tell you that that story is still being 
told today in the Middle East and we are still paying for it.” 
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Terror, Clinton suggested, was not a new phenomenon or a source of his- 
torical rupture, but an old strategy, and an ineffectual one. His gesture 
toward collective guilt, especially for events that preceded the establish- 
ment of the American nation, would stir considerable controversy.'® He 
continued, however, with reflections on the “terror” that punctuated the 
American story, portraying not an innocent nation but a fallible one. The 
America that Clinton depicted here had its own legacy as a perpetrator of 
violent atrocities: 


Here in the United States, we were founded as a nation that practiced slavery 
and slaves were, quite frequently, killed even though they were innocent. This 
country once looked the other way when significant numbers of Native Ameri- 
cans were dispossessed and killed to get their land or their mineral rights or 
because they were thought of as less than fully human and we are still paying 
the price today. Even in the 20th century in America people were terrorized or 
killed because of their race. And even today, though we have continued to 
walk, sometimes to stumble, in the right direction, we still have the occasional 
hate crime rooted in race, religion, or sexual orientation. So terror has a long 


history.1° 


Though guided by noble aspirations, American history was not an uninter- 
rupted progressive march toward liberty and justice. It was, instead, a 
more complicated journey, punctuated with violence and injustice that 
emanated from within the nation. America, too, had played its part in the 
history of terror. 

Unsettling the sharp moral binaries that permeated the dominant po- 
litical discourse, Clinton narrated the events of September 11 in the tragic 
mode. He took seriously the task of consoling the young people to whom 
he spoke, reassuring them that “no terrorist campaign has ever succeeded, 
and this one won't if you don’t give it permission.”*° Though he acknowl- 
edged that American society was “not a perfect society,” he claimed that it 
was “stumbling in the right direction.”” But in reflecting on the “long his- 
tory” of terror, he also engaged in the self-examination that the tragic 
mode encourages. In the face of terrorism, Wagner-Pacifici notes, a tragic 
framing invites us to consider “[w]hat is ‘terrorist’ within ourselves or 


what could be terrorist within ourselves,” 


and in the process, to contem- 
plate the complex political and historical circumstances within which 
events unfold. Adequately addressing such matters requires deep histor- 
ical knowledge and sustained consideration by a community of experts. 
The important point here is that Clinton’s speech brought them to the sur- 


face, articulated them aloud, and in doing so, offered an alternate mode for 
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contemplating the events of September 11 and their place within the 
American story. He condemned the violence perpetrated on 9/11 while 
calling for continued self-reflection: “You can have the most exciting time 
in human history,” Clinton said as he closed his address, “but we have 
to defeat people who think they can find their redemption in our destruc- 
tion. Then we have to be smart enough to get rid of our arrogant self- 
righteousness so that we don’t claim for ourselves things that we deny for 
others.” 

The preceding chapters illustrate in detail how the dualistic mode helped 
direct the American response to a profoundly ambiguous event in pow- 
erful ways. Clinton’s words, in turn, provide a concrete basis for consider- 
ing how the alternate, tragic mode of political consolation—this subtle but 
significant minor key in American political discourse—might have altered 
the effect flow of September 11. From the dualistic standpoint, the appro- 
priate response to September 11 was to wage war—and, even more, to 
wage war not only against a particular and delimited enemy, a clear perpe- 
trator, but also against “terror,” even “evil,” writ large. (In fact, Bush pro- 
claimed that a “war on terror” had begun even before he was able to identify 
the 9/11 perpetrators in specific terms.) As I demonstrated in chapter 5, 
the claim that America’s “mission” in the aftermath of September 11 was 
to eradicate evil itself—and thereby extend the reach of “civilization” 
beyond a new frontier—played a central role in legitimating not only war 
in Afghanistan, but also a preemptive strike in Iraq. The pervasive analogy 
between Pearl Harbor and September 11—invoked both implicitly and ex- 
plicitly in political speechmaking—obscured profound differences be- 
tween conflicts in disparate eras, with different “villains” and “victims,” 
and within distinct global contexts. The same is true for the Gettysburg 
Address, whose language and themes were so frequently deployed in ways 
that conflated fallen soldiers and dead civilians in an effort to bring 
meaning to the unexpected and seemingly inexplicable loss of the latter. 
Such interpretations elide important cultural and moral distinctions. 

This is not to dismiss entirely the value of the romantic sentiments 
associated with the dualistic mode. Certain romantic and collectivist 
tendencies—a sense of shared destiny, a sense of obligation to others, 
and an ability to maintain optimism for the future despite turmoil in 
the present—were no doubt crucial in fostering resilience, and indeed 
moral renewal, after 9/11.** As Durkheim observed long ago, collective 
effervescence—which was much in evidence in public rituals that af- 
firmed sacred symbols (e.g., the American flag) and shared ideals (e.g., 
freedom and democracy) following September 11—has a profound moral 
and emotional impact and an exceptional power to repair tears in the 
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social fabric.*° Especially in the face of calamity, this sense of solidarity 
can inspire generosity and compassion toward those who suffer, as it un- 
doubtedly did after 9/11. 

Yet interpretations that conceive events in stark binary terms— 
leaving no room for moral ambiguity—tend to inhibit compromise, foster 
insularity, and as the 9/11 case so clearly demonstrates, prolong vio- 
lence.” An “innocent” nation victimized by an unwarranted attack need 
not reflect on its own fallibility, or its potential to perpetrate injustice in 
response to injury.” As I have shown, this polarizing dualistic discourse 
carries forth the main thread of American political consolation—it is a 
symbolic framework toward which public officials habitually turn in the 
face of crisis. With roots in the Revolution and in the early images of the 
frontier that provided a vital foundation for American nationhood, this 
framework confronts many Americans as self-evident and unassailable 
amidst calamity. 

However, as Clinton’s words reveal, it was not the only interpretive 
possibility in the aftermath of 9/11, and it need not inevitably become 
the framework in which 9/11 is cast in American collective memory over 
the long haul. The tragic mode—an orientation that, though subterra- 
nean and subordinate, has its own considerable history in American po- 
litical culture—represents an enduring alternative. There are landmark 
moments in American history—Lincoln accepting joint responsibility for 
national suffering on the eve of triumph; Robert Kennedy’s call to “re- 
place ... violence .. . with an effort to understand”—that lay bare an 
underlying tragic sensibility, a capacity for grappling with moral ambigu- 
ity and for engaging in reflective self-examination, even self-criticism. 
While the multivocal commemorations in Manhattan gesture toward 
this tragic mode—and indeed have even remediated one of its defining 
moments, namely Kennedy’s speech in Indianapolis—developing a full- 
fledged tragic interpretation of September 11 would require a narrative 
engagement with the particularities of the event and its historical context 
that the Manhattan commemorations leave aside. And, as Clinton’s words 
suggest, the tragic orientation would likely reorient the effect flow of 
9/11 in profound ways. While dualism divides the world unambiguously 
into good and evil—positing a blameless victim and an irredeemable per- 
petrator, leaving no room for neutrality or even uncertainty—tragedy 
thematizes ambiguity.” Tragedy, Northrop Frye explains, “eludes the an- 
tithesis of good and evil”*°—the very antithesis that forms the backbone 
for dualism. 

The dualistic interpretation of 9/11, however, sought precisely to sub- 
vert any effort to comprehend the perpetrators’ motives. Giuliani’s 
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remarks before the United Nations on October 1, 2001—discussed in 
chapter 5—are emblematic: “Those who practice terrorism lose any right 
to have their cause understood by decent people and lawful nations.”*° 
Consolation was to be found in moral righteousness—America was at- 
tacked because it is a beacon for freedom—and the certainties it purport- 
edly conferred: the battle might be lengthy, but good always triumphs 
over evil in the end. 

With regard to September 11, then, the willingness to engage in critical 
introspection has been along time coming; the dualistic themes Bush rap- 
idly articulated continued to reverberate as the years wore on. The visibly 
effervescent response evident across the nation after Osama bin Laden’s 
death, nearly a full decade after September 11, illustrates the enduring 
power of the anger, defiance, and desire for revenge that Bush’s earliest 
speeches sought to evoke. As I noted in chapter 5, following Obama’s May 
1, 2011, announcement, spontaneous celebrations erupted in cities across 
America—in Lafayette Square, across from the White House; in Times 
Square; in college towns like Austin, Texas, and Morgantown, West Vir- 
ginia; at the World Trade Center. Also illustrative is the resistance in the 
national political conversation to thoroughgoing self-examination after 
incidents such as Abu Ghraib—an American atrocity that was very much 


a part of the “event flow”?! 


of September 11, a consequence comprehensi- 
ble in terms of the binary framework that prevailed. Atrocities such as 
those committed at Abu Ghraib ostensibly require that their perpetrators 
perceive an enemy not only as malevolent, but also as less than human—a 
presumption that permeates dualistic discourse.** 

However, there are also notable cultural and political pressures to re- 
flect upon the meaning of September 11, as well as its darker and more 
insidious legacies in American policy. For one, the international context— 
an ever more powerful influence in our rapidly globalizing age—increas- 
ingly encourages collectivities to engage in self-examination, to reflect on 
their own misdeeds, and to acknowledge culpability through official public 
apologies and acts of atonement.*? American political leaders have, in 
many ways, resisted the rise of this politics of regret. The exculpatory lan- 
guage that almost invariably seems to accompany references to Hiroshima 
in political discourse—references that are, themselves, exceedingly rare— 
is emblematic. The silence that prevails with regard to the subsequent 
bombing of Nagasaki reinforces the point.** But as I have shown, Amer- 
ican political leaders have not evaded such imperatives altogether. Recall, 
for instance, that the elder Bush acknowledged the internment of Japa- 
nese Americans, and expressed regret for this injustice, in official ad- 
dresses on the 50th anniversary of Pearl Harbor, complicating the heroic 
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image of the victors and at least subtly unsettling the symbolic boundary 
distinguishing them from their erstwhile enemies. The effort to come to 
terms with the Vietnam War brought searching reflections, not only from 
political leaders in general, but also from some of its original architects. 
More recently, Obama’s May 2013 speech at National Defense University 
seemed to signal a changing orientation to 9/11: a willingness to reflect 
on the ways in which “we compromised our basic values” in its aftermath; 
a call to “make decisions based not on fear, but hard-earned wisdom’; an 
exhortation to consider how that archetypal American value of freedom is 
bound up with another, that of justice.*° 

It is worth noting that a tragic orientation to collective suffering need 
not preclude any contemplation or condemnation of evil. The key here is 
precisely contemplation—deliberate and considered reflection on a histor- 
ical event in all its complexity. As Richard Bernstein argues, in the philo- 
sophical tradition, to invoke evil was historically to foster contemplation. 
He explains: “When we survey historical attempts to comprehend evil” — 
from Augustine to Leibniz to Shakespeare to Dostoevsky to Arendt— 
“there is one characteristic that stands out. The confrontation with evil 
provokes thinking”? Susan Neiman’s alternative history of philosophy il- 
lustrates this point magnificently, illuminating the effort to grapple with 
the problem of evil in all its intricacy as a driving force behind modern 
philosophical thought.*’ After 9/11, in contrast, “the world was divided in 
a simple (and simplistic) duality—the evil ones seeking to destroy us and 
those committed to the war against evil.” According to Bernstein, this 
rigid and polarizing discourse “represents an abuse of evil—a dangerous 
abuse” because “instead of inviting us to question and to think, this talk of 
evil is being used to stifle thinking.”*° The crux of the matter is the absolut- 
ist conception of evil that prevails in this discourse, a conception that rei- 
fies distinctions between allies and enemies and legitimates state violence 
while subverting “serious consideration of alternatives.”“° Raymond Wil- 
liams stakes a similar claim in his work on tragedy, arguing that 
“[elvil, as it is now widely used, is a deeply complacent idea”—but the his- 
tory of tragedy demonstrates that it need not be.“ 

Adopting a tragic stance toward crisis requires a considerable tolerance 
for ambiguity—a willingness to grasp at, and struggle toward, narrativ- 
ization and meaning without recourse to absolutes. And it is true that in- 
terpretive ambiguity in the face of profound suffering raises the possibility 
for anomie or ressentiment.” The unassimilated calamity can become an 
unresolved cultural trauma, an event that unsettles the foundations of 
collective identity and creates an enduring breach in familiar collective 
narratives.“ Neither forgotten and left aside nor interpreted in a manner 
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that elicits sufficient consensus, the wound in the body politic can become 
a source of profound animosity. Indeed, public debates surrounding the 
redevelopment of Manhattan’s “ground zero” expose powerful fault lines 
that remain beneath the surface in the multivocal commemorations held 
annually at the site. But while trauma results from the lack of anarrative— 
an inability to assimilate suffering—the tragic mode enables actors to 
narrativize the past by reflecting on the complexity of human events and 
working to discern the wisdom they might hold for the future. 

It is important, then, not to underestimate the human capacity for 
coming face-to-face with ambiguity, for coping with uncertainty, for en- 
gaging in the reflective self-examination that the tragic view of the world 
has the capacity to foster. Grappling with difficult history, working to 
forge a place for it in a common narrative, can ultimately lead to the re- 
thinking and reconstruction of collective identities as actors work to 
adapt narratives to changing circumstances and new insights.*4 As a 
number of observers—discussed in chapter 6—have suggested, coming to 
terms with a disruptive event such as 9/11 almost certainly requires a 
more robust effort to narrativize collective suffering than we have yet wit- 
nessed in Manhattan: public speechmaking that grapples with the event’s 
(or, perhaps, events’) meaning and its legacies in overt and specific terms. 
But such efforts need not take shape within a sharply divided symbolic 
universe that maintains an absolutist distinction between good and 
evil. Whether or not one considers them an exemplar, Clinton’s words at 
Georgetown provide a sense for one alternate narrative possibility as the 
United States continues to grapple with the meaning of September 11 and 
its legacies. Because of the timing of his speech—November of 2001—his 
words also allow us to sideshadow, reminding us that different interpreta- 
tions were possible, and that history could have unfolded otherwise. 


PREMEDIATION AND SEPTEMBER 11 


Like the national crises that preceded it, September 11 now has its own 
place in premediating new realities. On April 15, 2013, when two pressure 
cooker bombs exploded near the finish line of the Boston Marathon, the 
memory of September 11 loomed large. The intervening years, it is true, 
had brought a series of violent events that had shaken the citizenry and 
implicated political leaders in the work of consolation, including mass 
shootings at Virginia Tech in 2007, at Fort Hood in 2009, at a gathering 
with Representative Gabrielle Giffords in Arizona in 2011, and at Sandy 
Hook Elementary School in Connecticut in 2012. The violence at the U.S. 
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consulate in Benghazi, Libya, on September 11, 2012, also called forth 
searing memories of 9/11 in a powerful way. But the Boston Marathon 
bombing marked the first time since that fateful Tuesday in September 
of 2001 that violence unfolding on American soil was interpreted under 
the rubric of “terrorism.” How did the specter of September 11 shape the 
meanings attributed to the events in Boston? And what might this suggest 
about the legacy of September 11 going forward? 

Obama traveled to Boston three days after the bombing. He spoke 
during an interfaith memorial service, held at the Cathedral of the Holy 
Cross. The events were still new and shocking, and in many ways they re- 
mained in process even as he spoke. Yet the themes he articulated were 
familiar. Addressing the victims, the people of Boston, and the American 
nation writ large, Obama declared: 


Your resolve is the greatest rebuke to whoever committed this heinous act. If 
they sought to intimidate us, to terrorize us, to shake us from . . . the values 
that make us who we are as Americans, well, it should be pretty clear by now 


that they picked the wrong city to doit.... 


You showed us, Boston, that in the face of evil, Americans will lift up what’s 
good. In the face of cruelty, we will choose compassion. In the face of those 
who would visit death upon innocents, we will choose to save and to comfort 


and to heal. We’ll choose friendship. We’ll choose love. 


With these words, Obama reasserted American agency in the face of un- 
expected violence, and the chaos and uncertainty that ensued. Even 
before the suspects had been identified—it was not until a few hours after 
the memorial service that the FBI released video footage of the suspects— 
Obama adopted the language of “us” and “them.” He contrasted American 
values—goodness, compassion, healing, friendship, comfort, and love— 
with the “evil” and “cruelty” of the perpetrators. They were, he said, 
“small, stunted individuals,” and he called forth moral renewal that would 
overshadow their act of “senseless violence”: “we don’t cower in fear. We 
carry on. We race. We strive. We build and we work and we love and we 
raise our kids to do the same.” This “heinous act” of violence, he implied, 
arose from outside the American moral community: it did not, Obama 
suggested, represent how “we” raise “our” children. And the suffering it 
wrought was but the harbinger of a brighter future: “this time next year,” 
he said, “on the third Monday in April, the world will return to this great 
American city to run harder than ever and to cheer even louder for the 
118th Boston Marathon.” 
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In a certain sense, Obama’s words embodied the basic moral contrasts 
that pervaded 9/11 discourse. His assumption that this act of violence 
emerged from outside the American body politic, not from American cul- 
ture’s own darker impulses, is striking. He concluded with a clear state- 
ment of American exceptionalism, describing “this country that we love” 
as a “special place,” and indeed a “state of grace.” Yet the emotional va- 
lence of his words was different. Obama sought very clearly to cultivate 
resilience, even defiance, staking the familiar claim that present suffering 
would give way to a more hopeful future. But he did not evoke anger. On 
April 19, after suspect Dzhokhar Tsarnaev was arrested, Obama addressed 
the reality that this violence had, at least in some sense, emerged from 
within the nation, complicating the picture. There remained “many unan- 
swered questions,” he said. “Among them, why did young men who grew 
up and studied here, as part of our communities and our country, resort to 
such violence? How did they plan and carry out these attacks? And did 
they receive any help?” While condemning “whatever hateful agenda 
drove these young men to such heinous acts,” Obama suggested that this 
event would have to be understood in complex terms, and would require at 
least some measure of self-examination.“ 


CONSOLATION IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 


My hope is that this book simultaneously provides insights and invites 
further questions. The most obvious question it opens is that of compari- 
son. How have other countries carried out their consolations? How does 
political structure influence consolation discourse, especially in cases 
where symbolic and bureaucratic leadership are divided rather than 
united, as they are in the U.S. presidency? To what extent do political lead- 
ers in other times and other places grapple with the existential matters 
that concern American leaders in the face of calamitous events? 

Such questions are perhaps especially important in light of the chal- 
lenges to the nation-state’s legitimacy, or at least its primacy, as purveyor 
of collective meanings, an issue I discussed briefly in the introduction to 
this book. In this context, scholars have pointed to the growing salience of 
“transcultural” or “cosmopolitan” frameworks, suggesting that methodo- 
logical nationalism is increasingly outmoded as an approach to memory 
and collective meaning.*® The “national container,” as Daniel Levy and 
Natan Sznaider put it, “is slowly showing fissures”; memory, Astrid Erll 
suggests, takes shape “across and beyond cultures” rather than within “rel- 
atively clear-cut social formations” such as nation-states.°° 
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These critiques, and the conceptual tools elaborated within them, 
offer innovative windows onto the sources of collective meaning and 
moral guidance in a complex and interconnected global environment. 
The questions they raise and the agendas they open will surely guide my 
own work on these issues going forward. My view remains, however, 
that there is still much work to be done to probe the ever-shifting, but 
still critically important, role of the nation and its leaders as a source 
and arbiter of meaning in our world. As Craig Calhoun puts it, for better 
or for worse, “[n]ationalism helps locate an experience of belonging in a 
world of global flows and fears.”°' Nations, national memories, and na- 
tional cultures thus continue to require careful and sustained scholarly 
attention. 

Given these concerns, it seems most fitting to devote the final pages of 
this book to a case that provides both a small start at a comparative ap- 
proach to political consolation and, at the same time, sheds light on trans- 
cultural dimensions of collective meaning-making: namely, the July 7, 
2005, suicide bombings in London. At a most basic level, the very nomen- 
clature that was—not quite four years after September 11—already fairly 
well-established reflects transcultural dimensions of interpretation and 
remembrance: the event is often referred to by its date, “7/7,” as were the 
2004 train bombings in Madrid (“11-M”). That the nomenclature is a date 
perhaps reflects the challenges of classifying and interpreting these vio- 
lent events, which are often signified according to when they occurred 
rather than what they were. 

The events of 9/11 and 7/7 are connected by much more than their 
names, however. The U.K. had, from the first, been a staunch ally in the 
“war on terror,” not only sending troops to Afghanistan, but also partici- 
pating militarily in the 2003 invasion of Iraq. British Prime Minister Tony 
Blair had vigorously defended the decision to invade Iraq as well as the 
Bush administration’s claims that this was a critical front in a struggle to 
preserve liberty itself.” In a July 2003 address before a joint session of the 
U.S. Congress, Blair spoke of his “most urgent sense of mission about to- 
day’s world,” and the need to preserve “the universal values of the human 
spirit”—namely: “Freedom not tyranny. Democracy not dictatorship. The 
rule of law not the . . . secret police.”°? The binary contrasts that formed 
the symbolic foundation for the “war on terror” permeated the prime min- 
ister’s words. He, like Bush, warned of the danger “that terrorism and 
states developing weapons of mass destruction” would “come together,” a 
risk that was not “fantasy,” but “21st century reality.”°* And he affirmed 
messianic narratives that assigned the United States a special responsibil- 
ity in this great struggle: “destiny,” Blair said, “put you in this place in 
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history, in this moment in time and the task is yours to do.”™® Bush and 
Blair were in fact together when the bombings occurred in London, gath- 
ered with other members of the G8 for a summit in Gleneagles, Scotland. 
How, then, did Blair and other British leaders give shape and meaning to 
this event? 

Before making a brief return trip to London, Blair offered a short state- 
ment in Gleneagles. It was, he said, “particularly barbaric that this hap- 
pened on a day when people are meeting to try to help the problems of 
poverty in Africa, and the long term problems of climate change and the 
environment.” Backin the capital, he expressed “sympathy” and “sorrow” 
for “those families who will be grieving, so unexpectedly and tragically, 
tonight.”®” Praising “the stoicism and resilience of the people of London,” 
Blair called for strength and courage.*® 


When they try to intimidate us, we will not be intimidated. When they seek to 
change our country or our way of life by these methods, we will not be changed. 
When they try to divide our people or weaken our resolve, we will not be di- 
vided and our resolve will hold firm. We will show, by our spirit and dignity, 
and by our quiet but true strength that there is in the British people, that our 


values will long outlast theirs.*° 


The transcultural dimensions of Blair’s framing are clear. But so, too, is 
the appeal to a distinctively British sense of identity in Blair’s call for dig- 
nity and quiet strength. 

The day after the bombings, Queen Elizabeth II visited Royal London 
Hospital, which had received many of the victims.®° In a statement, she 
expressed “admiration for the people of our capital city who... are calmly 
determined to resume their normal lives.”*' London, she recalled, had 
faced violence before, and she evoked the history of IRA attacks as well as 
the bombings the city endured during the Second World War: “Sadly we in 
Britain have been all too familiar with acts of terror and members of my 
generation .. . know that we have been here before. But those who perpe- 
trate these brutal acts against innocent people should know that they will 
not change our way of life.”®? She reiterated this imagery during a World 
War II commemorative event two days later: “It does not surprise me that, 
during the present, difficult days for London, people turn to the example 
set by that generation—of resilience, humour, sustained courage, often 
under conditions of great deprivation.”® 

Four days after the bombings, on July 11, Blair delivered a more exten- 
sive address to Parliament. In his remarks, he echoed the Queen’s effort to 
forge a parallel between past and present. Yet he also reflected on the 
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differences between London of 1945 and London of 2005. “Yesterday we 
celebrated the heroism of WWII including the civilian heroes of London’s 
blitz,” he said. “Today what a different city London is—a city of many cul- 
tures, faiths and races, hardly recognisable from the London of 1945. So 
different and yet, in the face of this attack, there is something wonder- 
fully familiar in the confident spirit which moves through the city, en- 
abling it to take the blow but still not flinch from re-asserting its will to 
triumph over adversity.” Despite the overwhelming demographic trans- 
formations that had turned London into a truly global city, Blair sug- 
gested, a distinctive collective spirit endured: “Britain may be different 
today but the coming together is the same.” 

The self-conscious cosmopolitanism evident in Blair’s address was even 
more pervasive in public mourning rituals, which evoked solidarity and a 
sense of shared suffering while at the same time acknowledging the 
diverse composition of both the victims and the city they inhabited.® 
One week after the bombings, the city—along with the entire European 
Union— observed two minutes of silence in memory of those killed on 
July 7.5 The two minutes began with Last Post—the bugle call that sig- 
nals the end of the day’s activities in the British military, used also as a 
final farewell in military funerals and commemorative ceremonies—and 
ended with the national anthem.®’ The observance, London Mayor Ken 
Livingstone explained, was intended to demonstrate “that London will 
not be moved from our goal of building an open, tolerant, multiracial and 
multicultural society showing the world its future.” In the evening, 
thousands gathered in Trafalgar Square for a memorial, organized by the 
mayor.® The ritual began with the poet Ben Okri, born in Nigeria but 
based in London, reading “Lines in Potentis,” a piece commissioned by Liv- 
ingstone in 2002.” The poem begins: 


One of the magic centres of the world; 
One of the world’s dreaming places. 
Ought to point the way to the world: 

For here lives the great music of humanity, 
The harmonisation of different 

Histories, cultures, geniuses, and dreams. 
Ought to shine to the world and tell 
Everyone that history, though unjust, 
Can yield wiser outcomes. 

And out of bloodiness can come love; 
And out of slave-trading 
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Can come a dance of souls; 
Out of division, unity; 
Out of chaos, fiestas.”4 


The image of London as a confluence of cultures, as a microcosm for hu- 
manity itself, provided a focal point for the event. The journalist Sir Trevor 
McDonald described London as “a symbol of the universality of the 
modern world.”” And in this vein, Livingstone challenged the interpreta- 


» 


tion of the bombings as part of a “clash of civilizations.” “Come to London 


and see the world together in one city,” he said. “Living in harmony as an 
example to all.”” 

In November, families and friends of the deceased joined with the 
Queen and Prince Philip as well as Tony Blair and his wife, Cherie Blair, 
for an official memorial service at St. Paul’s Cathedral. Neither the Queen 
nor the prime minister spoke, though both met with family members 
following the service; Mayor Livingstone delivered a reading from the 
book of Isaiah. Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of Canterbury, gave the 
sermon. He reflected on the arbitrary and indiscriminate nature of ter- 
rorist violence, and contrasted it with the notion of individualism—the 
conviction that every person possesses specific and distinctive value: 
“The shock of terrorist violence is just this sense of arbitrariness,” Wil- 
liams said. “It doesn’t matter who you are, what you have done or not 
done, what you think and believe, you are still a target just by being 
where you are at a particular time. The terrorist is the enemy not just of 
a system or a government but of the whole idea that we are each of us 
unique and responsible and non-replaceable.”™ Terrorism was opposed 
here not to freedom, but to the related yet distinct ideal of individual- 
ism, the modern conception of selfhood. Williams explained: “To those 
who proclaim by their actions that it doesn’t matter who suffers, who 
dies, we say by our mourning, ‘No. There are no generalities for us, no 
anonymous and interchangeable people. We live by loving what is spe- 
cial, unique in each person. Everyone matters.”’® 

Blair would go on to invoke the memory of 7/7 as he defended the Iraq 
War before national and global audiences, describing it as one moment in 
the broad Manichean narrative of the “war on terror.””° But by the summer 
of 2005, the Bush-Blair partnership, and the U.K.’s involvement in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, had become the subject of considerable controversy 
among the citizenry.” Indeed, a number of families had threatened to 
boycott the memorial at St. Paul’s, either in response to a perceived lack of 
support from the government following the bombings or as a sign of 
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opposition to Blair’s decision to go to war in Iraq.”* In this heated political 
context, the first anniversary commemoration featured an elaborate series 
of rituals, but little in the way of official speechmaking. In the morning, 
dignitaries laid flowers outside King’s Cross Station, where the four bomb- 
ers arrived on the morning of July 7, 2005, and at Tavistock Square, where 
one of the bombs was detonated on a bus. At 11:30, memorial plaques were 
unveiled at Tavistock Square and at the tube stations where the bombs 
were detonated. And at noon, the nation once again observed two minutes 
of silence. 

The highest-profile event took place in the early evening, at Regent’s 
Park.” Culture Secretary Tessa Jowell delivered brief remarks, describing 
July 7 as “a day of infamy” and suggesting that, one year later, “it is right 
that we stop, as a city and as a nation, to remember . . . and to honour” 
those who died.®° On the whole, however, the ceremony—in which the 
presence of dignitaries was intentionally limited*'—bore a notable re- 
semblance to the somber anniversary rituals in lower Manhattan. BBC 
Radio newsreader Peter Donaldson read the names of the dead, a ritual 
whose absence some family members lamented after the memorial ser- 
vice at St. Paul’s.® The commemoration featured four poems, read not by 
political leaders or other dignitaries but by family members, interspersed 
with music by the London Community Gospel Choir. The texts gave voice 
to the private experience of grief and loss, and provided material for con- 
templation without placing the event in a clear narrative frame. Marie 
Fatayi-Williams, whose son perished in the bombings, read from Henry 
Scott Holland’s “Death is Nothing at All’: 


Death is nothing at all. 

I have only slipped away into the next room. 
Tam I and you are you. 

Whatever we were to each other, 

That, we still are.*° 


Saba Mozakka, who lost her mother, read a poem titled “You Can’t Have 
Departed” that conveyed grief and sorrow through a series of questions: 
“Where are you?” “Who says you are no more?” It concluded by simply 
giving voice to continuing pain: “Oh, our dearest, hold our hands, for we 
are so lonely.”** 

Even scratching the surface of the July 7 bombings and their memo- 
rialization points toward fresh questions and new terrain. Comparative 


investigations provide yet another form of sideshadowing, illuminating 
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how different vocabularies encode similar events in disparate contexts. 
In the aftermath of September 11, cosmopolitan discourse certainly 
surfaced in New York, but not as rapidly or as overtly as it didin London, 
where it quickly became a central interpretive frame for the violence of 
7/7. Ina slightly different vein, Williams’s reflections at St. Paul’s Cathe- 
dral illuminated a conviction that perhaps implicitly animates many ef- 
forts to memorialize those killed in acts of terrorist violence in the 
United States, the U.K., and elsewhere: the lists of names that convey 
the scope of the event while also representing each unique life lost. They 
convey a sense that, as Williams put it, “[elveryone matters”—a belief 
affronted by terrorist violence. There is an affinity between the dis- 
course of individualism and that of freedom and liberty that is so 
common in U.S. commemorations, but these are distinct ideals, and in- 
voking individualism as the value assaulted by terrorist violence casts 
the event in a somewhat different light. At best, such comparisons have 
the potential to foster both the reflection that sideshadowing encour- 
ages and the mutual understanding that our ever more interconnected 
world requires. 


SOCIOLOGY IN THE SUBJUNCTIVE MOOD 


Whether or not readers agree with the argument for rethinking Sep- 
tember 11 through a tragic lens, then, there is a much larger theoretical 
point here. Namely, interpretive and historical analysis opens the sub- 
junctive, enabling and in fact encouraging sideshadowing. It thus provides 
resources for contemplating what might have been or what might come to 
be. This is arguably a core element of the sociologist’s vocation, at least as 
Weber envisioned it in his seminal statement on the subject. Quoting Tol- 
stoy, Weber famously wrote: “Science is meaningless because it gives no 
answer to our question, the only question important for us: ‘What shall we 
do and how shall we live?” Yet Weber did not stop there: “if we are compe- 
tent” in the pursuit of science as a vocation, he suggested, “we can force 
the individual, or at least we can help him, to give himself an account of the 
ultimate meaning of his own conduct.” Social scientists, then, may not be able 
to answer that ultimate question of how we should live, but they can in- 
spire a sense of moral and historical responsibility: “I am tempted to say 
of a teacher who succeeds in this: he stands in the service of ‘moral’ forces; 
he fulfils the duty of bringing about self-clarification and a sense of 
responsibility.” 
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The historical analysis of political meaning-making can serve a similar 
purpose at the level of collective life. Exposing the contingency of seem- 
ingly incontestable symbolic structures and opening the subjunctive in- 
vites reflection and illuminates our responsibility for history in a 


“ 


particularly powerful way. Perhaps it even places us “in the service of 
‘moral’ forces.”®° In this sense, Weber’s vocation can do much to awaken 


the better angels of our nature. It ought to remain our own. 
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